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i i i
A b s t r a c t
The s h o r t  s t o r i e s  o f  Mary L avin  and W ill ia m  T revor  ta k e  
a s  t h e i r  s u b j e c t  t h e  f a m i l i a r  and q u o t i d i a n ,  and t h e  l i v e s  
w h ich  th e y  exam in e, w h i le  r i c h  in  f a n t a s y ,  a re  bound by t h e  
c o n s t r a i n t s  o f  p e r s o n a l i t y  or c ir c u m s t a n c e .  Em phasis i s  
p l a c e d  upon th e  a n t i - h e r o i c  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  
and h i s  or h er  s o c i e t y .  O ften  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  d im in is h e d  
by t h e  e x p a n s iv e n e s s  o f  t h e i r  su r r o u n d in g s  and t h e i r  u n d er­
s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e i r  own sorrow  i s  u n fo r m u la te d .  A h o r i z o n t a l *  
c o n c e p t i o n  o f  human s u f f e r i n g  em erges in w hich t h e  s lo w  ; 
a c c r e t i o n  o f  t im e  and h a b i t  im p ress  upon t h e  l i f e  i t s  dom inant  
s h a p e .  The c h a r a c t e r s  th e m s e lv e s  e x p e r ie n c e  t h e i r  l i v e s  
a s  su sp e n d e d  s t r i n g s  o f  i n c i d e n t  and r e c o l l e c t i o n  and w i t h o u t  
t h e  c o h e r e n t  p a t t e r n  o f  th e  myths and rom ances th e y  a r e  f e d .  
Mary l a v i n ' s  "A T raged y1' and W ill ia m  T r e v o r 's  "The D i s t a n t  
P a st"  b o th  end w ith  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t s  c o n te m p la t in g  th e  
d u b io u s ly  e n v i a b l e  c o n s o l a t i o n  o f  th e  dead , who have been  
rem oved  from th e  s p h e r e s  o f  c r o s s  p u r p o s e s .  L a v in ,  who has  
d e f i n e d  h e r  work a s  " lo o k in g  c l o s e r  than norm al i n t o  . . . .  
t h e  v a g a r i e s  and c o n t r a r i e t i e s "  o f  t h e  human h e a r t ,  has  
i n s i s t e d  th r o u g h o u t  her  c a r e e r  on th e  c a p a c i t y  o f  th e  im a g in a ­
t i o n  t o  p e r c e iv e  i t s  s u b j e c t  a m id st  th e  w e l t e r  and ch a o s  
o f  e x p e r i e n c e .  In t h i s  s e n s e ,  both  L avin  and T revor a p p ear  
a s  u n ea sy  i n h e r i t o r s  o f  t h e  C e l t i c  R e v i v a l .  In t h e i r  r e a s s e s s ­
ment o f  th e  s t a t u r e  o f  human s u f f e r i n g ,  both  w r i t e r s  r e n o u n c e  
t h e  i n f l a t i o n  o f  human p a s s i o n s  i n t o  an in s in c e r e .m a n n e r is m ,  
what Wordsworth term ed " o u tr a g e o u s  s t i m u l a t i o n , "  where t h e  
c u l t u r e  h a s  become depend en t upon f i g u r e s  o f  la n g u a g e  and  
d e s i r e  w h ich  b e tr a y  our e x p e r ie n c e  o f  t h e . im m ediate  and r e a l .
i v
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And we, s i t t i n g  on th e  l a s t  v e r g e ,  s e e  
i n t o  t h e  u n i v e r s a l  su b u r b ,  in  w h ic h  a  
l e a n  man w i t h  g l a s s e s  on h i s  n o s e  and  
a b la c k  bag in  h i s  hand i s  a lw a y s  
r u n n in g  a f t e r  h i s  b u s .
i
G eorge M oore, 1900
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3Un rameau f l e u r i  e n c a d r e  l a  mer 
Des n a v .ir e s  s o n g e n t  a l ' u n i v e r s  
Au r .iv a g e  d es moutons s ’ endorm ant  
I c a r e  e s t  torabe du z e n i t h  
Comme une m ou ette  q u i  p lo n g e  
T out r e p o s e  au s o l e . i l  de m id i  
R ie n  n e  t r o u b l e  l a  b e a u te  du monde
R a i s s a  M a r ita in  2
"La Chute d ’ I c a r e  ( d ' a p r e s  B r e u g h e l ) ”
T here i s  a  rem a rk a b le  la n d s c a p e  by B r u e g e l  t h e  fo r e g r o u n d  
o f  w hich  i s  p o p u la te d  w i th  c a r e f u l l y  r e n d e r e d  d e t a i l s  o f  an 
o r d in a r y  day— a farm er  and h i s  p lo u g h ,  a  d a y -d re a m in g  
s h e p h e r d ,  a s h i p  em bark ing— a l l  c i r c u l a t i n g  b e f o r e  an 
e x p a n s iv e  background o f  s e a ,  i s l a n d s ,  and h o r i z o n .  I t  i s  
.o n ly  on c l o s e r  e x a m in a t io n  t h a t  one d i s c e r n s ,  in  th e  lo w e r  
r i g h t - h a n d  c o r n e r ,  a  p a i r  o f  p a l e  l e g s  d i s a p p e a r in g  b e lo w  t h e  
w a t e r ’ s  s u r f a c e .  An e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  t h i s  s e e m in g ly  a r b i t r a r y  
d e t a i l  i s  u n d e r s to o d  o n ly  in  g l a n c i n g  a t  t h e  p a i n t i n g ’ s  
t i t l e ,  ’’L andscape With P a l l  o f  I c a r u s ."
To an ey e  accu sto m ed  t o  t h e  r o m a n t ic  c o n c e p t io n  o f  th e  
m y th ic  h e r o ,  t h i s  r e v e r s a l  o f  t h e  p a i n t i n g ’ s  p r i o r i t i e s  
( " L a n d s c a p e . . . P a l l  o f  I c a r u s " )  i s  d i s c o n c e r t i n g .  One 
i n c l i n a t i o n  i s  t o  assum e t h a t  B r u e g e l  was s im p ly  e m b e l l i s h i n g  
h i s  Dutch la n d s c a p e  w ith  a  c l a s s i c a l  f o o t n o t e .  Pormal 
t r a g e d y  h as  l e d  us t o  a n t i c i p a t e  c h a o s  and c lam our when we 
a r e  w i t n e s s i n g  t h e  t r a g i c  f a l l ,  n o t  a  s c a r c e l y  d i s c e r n a b l e
s p l a s h  in  a la n d sc a p e  o f  Im m unity . The r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een  
I c a r u s ’ s  t r a g e d y  and h i s  la n d s c a p e  i s  n o t ,  h o w ev er , i n c i d e n t a l  
r a t h e r ,  i t  i l l u s t r a t e s  B r u e g e l ’ s  v i s i o n  o f  a w orld  in  w hich  
t h e  f a l l  o f  one i n d i v i d u a l  i s  s i l e n c e d  by th e  d i s t a n c e s  o f  
s e a ,  s o c i e t y  and la n d s c a p e .  I c a r u s ’ s  f a l l  i s  i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  
a  p a r a b le  on p r id e  and B r u e g e l ’ s  t r e a t m e n t  c a r r i e s  w i t h  i t  
an u n s e n t im e n t a l  a s s e s s m e n t •o f  human s t a t u r e .  W.H. Auden 
w r o te  o f  th e  p a i n t in g :
About s u f f e r i n g  th e y  were n e v e r  wrong,
The Old M a ste r s :  how w e l l  th e y  u n d e r s to o d
I t s  human p o s i t i o n ;  how i t  t a k e s  p la c e  
While someone e l s e  i s  e a t i n g  or o p e n in g  a 
window or  j u s t  w a lk in g  d u l ly  a lo n g^
Auden h as in c o r p o r a te d  I c a r u s ' s  f a l l  i n t o  th e  d e s ig n  o f  
B r u e g e l ’ s  la n d s c a p e ;  he  s e e s  i t s  l o c a t i o n  in  th e  la n d s c a p e  
a s  sym p tom atic  o f  B r u e g e l * s .v i e w  o f  " s u f f e r in g "  and " I t s  
human p o s i t i o n . "  I c a r u s ' s  f a l l ,  u n w i t n e s s e d  by h i s  w o r ld ,  
i s  d i s c e r n a b l e  t o  th e  v ie w e r  o n ly  by~ f o c u s i n g  upon th e  
p e r ip h e r y  o f  th e  c a n v a s;  i t  i s  o b s c u r e d  by B r u e g e l ' s  r e n d e r in g  
o f  t h e  o r d in a r y  d e t a i l s  o f  an o r d in a r y  d a y . I t  i s  s t i l l ,  
a s  t h e  t i t l e  i n d i c a t e s ,  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  th e  p a i n t i n g .
We have  come t o  r e c o g n i z e  B r u e g e l ’ s  d e p i c t i o n  o f  t h e  f a l l  
o f  I c a r u s  a s  b e in g  p a r a b o l i c ,  m ora l;  we g a r n e r  from  i t  an 
i m p l i c i t  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  t h e  d im in i s h e d  and "human p o s i t i o n "  
o f  s u f f e r i n g  in  a  d i s r e g a r d in g  w o r ld .  In t h i s ,  B r u e g e l ’ s 
p a i n t i n g  may be se e n  a s  a  v i s u a l  t r a n s l a t i o n ,  a l b e i t  o b l i q u e ,  
o f  t h e  a c h ie v e m e n t  o f  c e r t a i n  co n tem p orary  f i c t i o n  w r i t e r s
who have  a t te m p te d  r e a s s e s s m e n t s  o f  t h e  "human p o s i t i o n . "
In I r e l a n d ,  t h i s  r e a s s e s s m e n t  w ould  seem t o  be o p e r a t i n g  in  
t h e  s t o r i e s  o f  su ch  w r i t e r s  a s  Mary L a v in ,  W ill iam  T r e v o r ,  
Sean O’F a o l a i n , Edna O’B r ie n ,  John McGahern and N e i l  Jordan  
t h i s  p ap er  w i l l  t r e a t  two su c h  s t o r i e s ,  L a v in * s  "A Tragedy"  
and T r e v o r ’ s  "The D i s t a n t  P a s t . "  In each  i n s t a n c e ,  human 
s u f f e r i n g  i s  s e e n  t o  t r a n s p i r e  a g a i n s t  a  la n d s c a p e  o f  
d i s r e g a r d :  w h i le  someone e l s e  i s  t u r n in g  o v e r  in  t h e i r
. s l e e p  or  b o a r d in g  a t r a i n  or " j u s t  w a lk in g  d u l l y  a l o n g ."
C e r t a i n l y ,  a l l  o f  contem p orary  I r i s h  f i c t i o n  i s  n o t  
c o n c e r n e d  w ith  r e p r e s e n t i n g ,  a s  B r u e g e l ' s  can v as  d o e s ,  t h e  
f a l l  o f  one i n d i v i d u a l ;  n o r  i s  . i t  s i n g u l a r l y  p r e o c c u p ie d  
w it h  human s u f f e r i n g  and i t s  " p o s i t i o n , "  a s  Auden p h r a se d  
i t .  H owever, much o f  t h i s  w r i t i n g  . i n s i s t s ,  l i k e  B r u e g e l ,  
i n  s e t t i n g  i t s  f a b l e s  a m id s t  t h e  q u o t id ia n  and th e  f a m i l i a r  
In t h e  s t o r i e s  o f  L avin  and T r e v o r ,  a s  in  t h e  p a i n t i n g  o f  
I c a r u s ,  " e v e r y th in g  t u r n s  a w a y /Q u ite  l e i s u r e l y  from t h e  
d i s a s t e r .  . . , th e  f o r s a k e n  cry"^ and t h e  d i s s a t i s f i e d  
c r i e s  o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  m is c o n s t r u e d  or d i s r e g a r d e d  by 
t h o s e  who happen t o  h e a r  them . There i s  a l i k e  s e n s e  t h a t  
human s u f f e r i n g  f a i l s  t o  command a t t e n t i o n  or awe and t h a t  
t h e  w or ld  c o n s p i r e s  t o  d im in i s h  our s t a t u r e .  Where th e  
c ir c u m s t a n c e s  a r e  t r a g i c ,  t r a g e d y — an d , p e r f o r c e ,  th e  human 
p o s i t i o n — h as been r e l o c a t e d ;  ev en  when i t  i s  t h e  c e n t r a l  
s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  t e x t ,  l i k e  I c a r u s ' s  p a le  form d i s a p p e a r in g  
i n t o  t h e  calm  ex p a n se  o f  s e a .
6The o th e r  d i s t i n c t i o n  w hich l i n k s  B r u e g e l  t o  t h e s e  
w r i t e r s  i s  in  t h e  c h o i c e  o f  a  contem p oran eou s s e t t i n g ,  ev en  
when "borrowing from  B i b l i c a l  or  c l a s s i c a l  s o u r c e s  ( i . e .  m ost  
o f  B r u e g e l* s  r e l i g i o u s  and a l l e g o r i c a l  w o rk s , L a v in * s  ’’The 
G reat W ave,1* ”A F a b l e , ” ”A L ik e ly  S t o r y ” ) .  T h is  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
s t r i k i n g  when one r e c a l l s  t h a t  j u s t  a s  B r u e g e l  began p a i n t i n g  
under  t h e  f a n t a s t i c  shadow o f  B o sc h ,  so  contem porary  I r i s h  
w r i t i n g  must co n ten d  w ith  t h e  i n h e r i t a n c e  o f  t h e  L i t e r a r y  
R e v i v a l  and t h e  C e l t i c  T w i l i g h t .
Mary L avin  and Y /i l l ia m  T r e v o r ,  a l t h o u g h  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  
w r i t e r s  in  many r e s p e c t s ,  sh a r e  t h i s  p e r s p e c t i v e  on human 
s u f f e r i n g ;  th e y  w i t n e s s  how i t  o c c u r s ,  l i k e  I c a r u s * s  f a l l ,  
a m id s t  c o n c e a lm e n t .  For W ill ia m  T r e v o r ,  t h i s  c o n c e a lm e n t  
i s  c r e a t e d  by th e  anon ym ity  o f  contem p orary  l i f e  and by t h e  
p r iv a c y  o f  t h e  i m a g in a t io n .  T hese  l i v e s  seem  t o  be s h u t t l i n g  
tow ard  i n c r e a s i n g l y  r em o te  suburban s t a t i o n s  where no one  
u n d e r s ta n d s  t h e i r  p r o t e s t a t i o n s  ( s e e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  ”A 
M ee tin g  In M iddle  A ge” and ’’P a r a d is e  L ounge” f o r  t h i s  e f f e c t ) .
In  Mary L a v in * s  work, t h i s  c o n c e a lm e n t  i s  more s e l f - d e t e r m i n e d .  
C h a r a c te r s  e x te n d  t h e  d i s t a n c e s  b e tw een  e a ch  o t h e r  th r o u g h  
t h e  c o n c e a lm e n t  o f  l i e s ,  s e l f - d e c e i t s  and in c o m p r e h e n s io n .
To th e  e x t e n t  t h a t  t h i s  c o n c e a lm e n t  s p o i l s  o p p o r tu n ity *  
im p o v e r i s h e s  em o tion  and e m b i t t e r s  and n arrow s t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s ,  
t h e s e  l i v e s  app roach  t r a g e d y ,  a l t h o u g h  i t  i s  t r a g e d y  v e r y  
u n l i k e  t h e  c a t a c l y s m i c  u p h e a v a l  a s  d e f i n e d  by Y e a ts  in  h i s  
e s s a y s  on t r a g e d y .  B eh in d  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s *  l i v e s ,  we can
7s d i s c e r n  th e  f a m i l i a r  sh a p e s  o f  contem porary  I r e l a n d ,  T h ese
s t o r i e s  f e a t u r e  th e  c l e r k s ,  g r o c e r s  and c i v i l  s e r v a n t s  o f  a
S" b o w le r - h a t t e d 11 v I r e l a n d ,  an I r e la n d  o f  b u r e a u c r a t i c  m i n i s t r i e s  
( i . e .  Mervyn W a l l ' s  "They A lso  S e r v e .  . . . " ) ,  a g ro w in g  
m id d le  c l a s s ,  and th e  E .E .C . ( s e e  Gilman N oo n an 's  "Dear 
P a r e n t s ,  I'm w orking  f o r  th e  E .E .C ." ) .  T h is  b o w le r - h a t t e d  
I r e la n d  seem s t o  e x i s t  a t  a  g r e a t  remove from t h e  p o e t i c  
i d e a l  o f  I r e la n d  c o n c e iv e d  by t h e  w r i t e r s  o f  th e  R e v iv a l  
a t  t h e  tu r n  o f  t h i s  c e n t u r y .
There r e c u r s  in  t h e s e  s t o r i e s  th e  them es o f  l o n e l i n e s s ,  
d e p r i v a t io n  and e x i l e  t h a t  have a lw a y s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  I r i s h  
w r i t i n g ,  but t h e s e  have been s u b t l y  r e f a s h i o n e d  by co n tem p orary  
r e a l i t i e s .  The r o m a n tic  e x i l e  o f  t h e  a r t i s t  h a s  been e c l i p s e d  
by t h e  l e s s  g lam orou s e x i l e  o f  s p i n s t e r s  and b a c h e l o r s ;  
d e p r i v a t io n  i s  r e v e a l e d  in  i t s  c o n s t i t u e n t  p a r t s  o f  m a t e r i a l  
p o v e r ty  and s p i r i t u a l  d im in ish m e n t;  l o n e l i n e s s ,  unrom ant.ic  
and u n m y th ic ,  assu m es an a p p e t i t e  w hich  f e e d s  upon s q u a lo r  
and sham e. In i t s  r e a s s e s s m e n t  o f  t h e s e  th e m e s ,  co n tem p orary  
I r i s h  w r i t i n g  h a s  e x te n d e d  th e  s c o p e  o f  t r a g e d y  from  t h e  
d i s t a n t  p a s t  t o  th e  e n c r o a c h in g  f u t u r e .  The l o n e l y  p a s s i o n s  
and d i s q u i e t u d e s  o f  u n d i s t i n q u i s h e d  l i v e s  rew ard t h i s  a t t e n t i o n ,  
r e v e a l i n g  a sombre d i g n i t y  and d e p th .  Mary L avin  and W il l ia m  
T r e v o r ,  I  would a r g u e ,  have gone th e  m ost d e e p ly  i n t o  t h e s e  
o b s c u r e  l i v e s  a n d , in  d o in g  s o ,  have  p r o v id e d  us  u n s e n t im e n t a l  
g l im p s e s  i n t o  t h e  s i l e n t  and s e q u e s t e r e d  t r a g e d i e s  t h a t  
c h a r a c t e r i z e  our a g e .
8T h is  a g e ,  in  I r e l a n d ,  must c o n te n d  w ith  t h e  t e r r i b l e  
j u x t a p o s i t i o n s  o f  t h e  t r a g i c  and t h e  mundane. As th o u g h  
t o  r e i t e r a t e  t h i s ,  t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  news f l a s h e s  im ages n i g h t l y  
o f  sa v a g e r y  s e t  a g a i n s t  t h e  g r ey  b ackd rop  o f  B e l f a s t .  The 
r e s u r g e n c e  o f  v i o l e n c e  in  t h e  n o r t h ,  l i k e  th e  C i v i l  War o f  
1 9 2 2 ,  has d i s i l l u s i o n e d  m ost I r i s h  w r i t e r s  a b o u t  t h e  b l o o d i e r  
m y t h o lo g ie s  o f  I r i s h  h i s t o r y ,  i n c l u d i n g  th e  g l o r i f i c a t i o n  
o f  v i o l e n c e  and s a c r i f i c e .  I r e l a n d ' s  i s l a n d  p e r s p e c t i v e  
h a s  undergone a r a d i c a l  s h i f t  away from  rom an ce . One s e n s e s ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  w i th  w r i t e r s  a s  Mary L a v in ,  B ernard  M acLaverty  
and W ill ia m  T r ev o r ,  an e f f o r t  t o  come t o  t o l e r a n t  and  
c h a r i t a b l e  term s w ith  a d i v i d e d  c u l t u r e .  T h is  e f f o r t  
i n v o l v e s  an embrace o f  t h e  p r o s a i c  and mundane, and an 
empathy f o r  t h o s e  v i c t i m s  who do n o t  i n h a b i t  t h e  p a g e s  o f  
myth or h i s t o r y .
The c h a r a c t e r s  o f  p o s t -w a r  I r i s h  w r i t i n g  a r e  more
f r e q u e n t l y  t o  be fou n d  i n h a b i t i n g  b o a r d in g h o u s e s ,  shabby
h o t e l s ,  and c h a r a c t e r l e s s  suburban c o t t a g e s  than  t h e  s p a c i o u s
r e a lm s  o f  myth. The s e t t i n g s  a r e  o f t e n  c o l o r l e s s  and th e
d e c a y  o f  t im e  i s  a c o n s t a n t  n e m e s i s .  L i f e  a l l  t o o  o f t e n
b ecom es a se q u e n c e  o f  d i m i n i s h in g  r e t u r n s ,  o f  ”be.ing s t o l e n  
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f r o m . ” The i n t r a n s i e n t s  tu r n  t o  d r in k  and sch em in g ; t h e  
a m b i t io u s  become e m b i t t e r e d  by f a i l u r e  and d i s r e g a r d ;  f a n t a s y  
p r o v id e s  ea ch  w ith  e s c a p e  from  r e m o r s e .
The p r o t a g o n i s t  o f  L a v in * s  ”A Happy D e a th ” h as c o n v e r t e d  
h e r  own home i n t o  a b o a r d in g h o u se  in  o r d e r  t o  com p en sa te  f o r
9t h e  f i n a n c i a l  f a i l u r e  o f  h e r  p o e t i c  h u sb an d . The b o a r d in g ­
h o u se  h a s  f a i l e d  t o  p r o s p e r  and i t s  upkeep consum es a l l  o f  
t h e  woman’ s  en erg y  and d e v o t i o n .  The e f f o r t  h a s  made h er  
- v i c . i o u s - s p i r . i t e d  w h i le  t h e  shabby h o u se  mocks h e r  a m b i t io n .
Her c o n su m p tiv e  husband m ust s l e e p  in  a p a n t r y ,  a  worn-down  
’ a c t r e s s *  l i v e s  in  t h e  p a r l o u r ,  and t h e  backyard  .is a  r u in  
where " th e  r e f u s e  o f  y e a r s  was s tr e w n :  r u s t e d  c a n n . i s t e r s ,
8empty b o x e s ,  o ld  b o t t l e s ,  and a r t i c l e s  o f  broken c r o c k e r y . ”
The f a m i l y ' s  t r a g e d y  i s  t o l d  i n  t h i s  " r e fu s e  o f  y e a r s "  and  
in  t h e  w a s te  and m i s d i r e c t e d  a t t e n t i o n  th e y  s y m b o l i z e .  
S u f f e r i n g  s e t  a m id s t  t h i s  a tm o sp h ere  o f  n e g l e c t  i s  p o is o n o u s  
w ith  s q u a lo r  and d e s p e r a t i o n .
T h is  a tm o sp h e r e ,  and t h e  m ora l p a r a l y s i s  t h a t  a c co m p a n ies  
i t ,  a r e  among s e v e r a l  ways in  w hich  L a v in * s  work— and
Q
T r e v o r ' s — ech o  J o y c e ' s  D u b l i n e r s . J J o y c e ' s  "The B o a r d in g  
House" i s  a grim  p r o g n o s i s  o f  many o f  t h e  i l l s  t h a t  would  
p la g u e  I r i s h  s o c i e t y :  p o v e r t y ,  p r o v i n c i a l i s m ,  and t h e
p a r a n o ia  o f  l i v i n g  in  cramped q u a r t e r s .  The b o a r d in g h o u se  
i s  an a p t  sym bol f o r  t h e  com prom ised r e a l i t y  t h a t  I r e l a n d  
had t o  c o n te n d  w ith  a f t e r  in d e p e n d e n c e .  Even th e  r o u g h -  
a n d -tu m b le  communal.ism o f  t h e  b o a r d in g h o u se  i s  somehow 
p e r v e r s e l y  sy m b o lic  o f  t h e  a n a r c h ic  s h i f t  o f  I r i s h  l i f e  
w h ich  o c c u r r e d  w ith  th e  d e m ise  o f  t h e  B ig  House and D u b lin  
C a s t l e .
The d e c a d e s  o f  e n tre n c h m e n t  w h ich  f o l l o w e d  th e  C i v i l  
War were c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by b o a r d in g h o u s e  v a l u e s :  an o p p r e s s i v e
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m a t e r n a l ! s m /p a t e r n a l i s m ,  p e t t y  s o c i a l  h y p o c r i s y ,  c u l t u r a l  
p r o v i n c i a l i s m ,  and a v u lg a r  s e n t i m e n t a l i t y  in  m a t te r s  o f  
t a s t e  and f a s h i o n .  The n a t i o n * s  n o t o r i o u s  c e n s o r s h i p  la w s  
c r e a t e d  an a tm osp h ere  o f  s u s p i c i o n  and Mrs. Mooney*s method
o f  d e a l in g  w ith  m oral q u e s t i o n s  "as c l e a v e r  d e a l s  w ith
10meat" was commonly p r a c t i c e d .
From t h e  1 9 3 0 * s  th r o u g h  t h e  1 9 5 0 * s ,  I r i s h  w r i t e r s  and  
i n t e l l e c t u a l s  k e p t  up an a t t a c k  upon t h i s  b o a r d in g h o u se  
m e n t a l i t y .  Some, l i k e  Edna 0 * B r ie n ,  so u g h t  t h e  d i s t a n c e  o f  
e x i l e ;  o t h e r s ,  l i k e  Sean 0 * F a o la in  and F lann 0*Br.ien , u se d  
e d i t o r i a l s  and s a t i r e  t o  haran gu e  t h e  co m p la cen t m id d le -  
c l a s s e s  and t h e  r e a c t i o n a r y  b i s h o p s .  S t i l l  o t h e r s ,  i n c l u d i n g  
J o y c e  and L a v in ,  w atched  w ith  t h e  s c a t o l o g i c a l  eye  o f  r e a l i s t  
f i c t i o n .  The I r i s h  b o a r d in g h o u s e ,  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  was a 
- f a m i l i a r  landm ark; n o t a b l e  exam p les  i n c lu d e  Brendan Behan *s 
"The H o sta g e " ,  B r ia n  Moore*s The L o n e ly  P a s s io n  o f  J u d i t h  
H earne,E dna 0 fB r i e n ! s The Country G i r l s , and Mary L a v in *s 
"A Happy Death" and "A Woman F r ie n d ."
The c l e r k s ,  l a b o r e r s  and c i v i l  s e r v a n t s  b o a r d in g  in  
t h e s e  h o u s e s  o f t e n  l e a d  d u a l  l i v e s .  B eh ind  t h e i r  cram ped,  
c a u t i o u s  m anners, t h e r e  i s  an im a g in a t iv e  e x i s t e n c e  w hich  
e n j o y s  freed om  and b r e a d th .  Some, l i k e  B eh an ’s c h a r a c t e r s ,  
a r e  . in d ig e n t s ;  o t h e r s ,  l i k e  Moore* s  J u d i t h  H earne , s u f f e r  
t h e  " lo n e ly  p a s s io n s "  o f  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y .  A lth o u gh  l i v i n g  
in  i n s u f f e r a b l y  c l o s e  p r o x im i t y ,  t h e s e  b o a r d e r s  rem ain  
m u tu a lly  s u s p i c i o u s .  P r o x im ity  s t r i p s  them o f  th e  d i g n i t y
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o f  p r iv a c y ,  t w i s t i n g  t h e i r  r e p r e s s e d  f a n t a s i e s  i n t o  so m e th in g
sh a m efu l  and p e r v e r s e .  The men o f t e n  tu rn  t o  d r in k ,  th e
women i n t o  v i c t i m s .  In i t s  gr im m est m a n i f e s t a t i o n ,  t h i s
i s o l a t i o n  i s  p o w e r fu l ly  c a p tu r e d  by Edna O’ B r ie n :  ”1
th o u g h t  t h a t  ou rs  in d e e d  was a la n d  o f  shame, a la n d  o f
m urder, and a la n d  o f  s t r a n g e ,  t h r o t t l e d ,  s a c r i f i c i a l  
11women. ”
T h is  s u f f o c a t i n g  a tm osp h ere  o f  shame and s a c r i f i c e  was 
t h e  u g ly  back y a r d  o f  w a s te  b e h in d  th e  smug, shabby g e n t e e l  
f a c a d e  o f  th e  I r i s h  b o a r d in g h o u s e .  T h is  a tm osp h ere  i s ,  in  
p a r t ,  an in d ic tm e n t  o f  an a g e  and o f  t h o s e  s o c i a l  f o r c e s  
t h a t  in c r e a s e d  t h e  m ise ry  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s .  R e f l e c t i n g  a  
ch an ge  in  th e  s o c i e t y ,  more contem porary w r i t i n g  e x h i b i t s  
a  more l i b e r a l  and t o l e r a n t  a tm osp h ere  and t h e  o p p r e s s iv e  
w e ig h t  o f  r e l i g i o u s  g u i l t  h a s  been r a d i c a l l y  l i g h t e n e d .
By t h e  m id -1960* s , one a l s o  e x p e r i e n c e s  fe w e r  o f  t h e  b o a r d in g ­
h o u se  t r a g e d i e s  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  th e  e n tr e a c h m e n t .
W ill ia m  T r e v o r ’ s 1969 n o v e l  Mrs. E c k d o r f  In O’N e i l l 1s H o te l  
p e r h a p s  b e s t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  th e  t r a n s i t i o n .  The h o t e l  o f  th e  
t i t l e  was once  a p r o s p e r i n g ,  r e s p e c t a b l e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  
s u p e r v i s e d  in  a m a t r ia r c h a l  f a s h i o n  by a  Mrs. S i n n o t t .
H ow ever, when t h e  n o v e l  op en s (a p p r o x im a te ly  1 9 6 9 ) ,  h e r  son  
Eugene h as been m anaging t h e  h o t e l  f o r  s e v e r a l  d e c a d e s  and  
h a s  a l lo w e d  i t  t o  r e a c h  an ad van ced  s t a t e  o f  d e c a y .  A 
h eavy  d r in k e r  and c o m p u ls iv e  r a c e  t r a c k  g a m b le r ,  Eugene  
S i n n o t t  d i s c o u r a g e s  t r a d e  in  th e  h o t e l ,  p r e f e r r i n g  t o  l i v e
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o f f  an a n n u ity  from  a more e l e g a n t  a g e .  The h o t e l  h a s  no  
g u e s t s ,  o n ly  t h e  p e r e n n i a l  b o a r d e r s :  th e  n o s t a l g i c  p o r t e r
l o y a l  t o  th e  h o t e l ' s  p a s t ,  a p r o s t i t u t e  and h er  pim p, and  
t h e  d e a f-m u te  Mrs. S i n n o t t  now 93 and c o n f in e d  t o  h er  a t t i c  
room where sh e  r e c e i v e s  t h e  c o n f e s s i o n s  t h e  o t h e r s  w r i t e  
t o  h e r  in  e x e r c i s e  b o o k s .  O th e rs— E u g en e 's  w i f e  and s o n ,  
h i s  s i s t e r  and b r o t h e r - i n - l a w — have a l l  moved t o  th e  s u b u r b s ,  
away from  O ' N e i l l ' s  H o t e l ,  and a t te m p t  t o  l e a d  q u i e t ,  
u n t r o u b le d  l i v e s .  E very o n e  r e c o n v e n e s  f o r  Mrs. S i n n o t t ' s  
b ir t h d a y  each  y e a r  and w h i l e  sh e  s l e e p s  by t h e  s t o v e  q u i e t l y  
p la y  rummy, a game sh e  t a u g h t  them y e a r s  a g o .  No e f f o r t  
.is made t o  probe i n t o  e a ch  o t h e r ' s  l i v e s  or  t o  reop en  o ld  
a n ta g o n is m s ;  r a t h e r ,  t h e r e  i s  a  marked a tm o sp h ere  o f  g r a c i o u s  
c i v i l i t y  and unspoken t o l e r a n c e .  The c la u s t r o p h o b ic  atmo­
s p h e r e  o f  J o y c e ' s  b o a r d in g h o u se  h a s  been d i s p e l l e d ;  t h e  
d e n s e  web o f  h y p o c r i s e s  and g u i l t  no lo n g e r  l i e s  so  o p p r e s s i v e l y  
upon e a ch  c h a r a c t e r .  Each o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r s  move in a w id e r ,  
more rem ote  o r b i t  from  t h e  o t h e r s ,  t h e i r  m i s e r i e s  and m oral  
f a i l i n g s  p a s s in g  u n r e g a r d e d .  I s o l a t e d  in t h i s  manner, t h e s e
c h a r a c t e r s  t h r e a t e n  t o  become what Bernard M acLaverty term ed
1 2in  a r e c e n t  i n t e r v i e w  "a community o f  b a s t a r d s ."
The h o t e l  no  l o n g e r  a c t s  a s  a l o c u s  f o r  th e  com m unity,
b in d in g  i t  t o g e t h e r .  Nor d o es  t h e  church; F a th e r  H e n n e sse y ,
t h e  n e ig h b o rh o o d  p r i e s t ,  l i v e s  in  t h e  on ly  o t h e r  h o u se  on
t h e  r u in e d  s t r e e t ,  but sp e n d s  h i s  days ab so rb ed  w ith  th e
1
l i f e  o f  th e  m artyred  S t .  A t t r a c t s .  Many o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r s
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h a v e  r e l o c a t e d  t o  t h e  su b u r b a ,  v/here th e y  worry o v e r  t h e i r  
in s u r a n c e  p o l i c i e s  and c a s s e r o l e  r e c i p e s  and v i s i t s  t o  th e  
d e n t i s t .  Only 0*S h ea , t h e  h o t e l  p o r t e r ,  and Mrs. E c k d o r f ,  
a  m ise r y -m o n g e r in g  E n g l i s h  "art"  p h o to g r a p h e r ,  f e e l  any  
c u r i o s i t y  f o r  t h e  o ld  h o t e l  and i t s  t r a g i c  p a s t .  In M rs.
E ck d o rf  In 0* N e i l l 1s H o t e l , W il l ia m  T revor  h as  c a p tu r e d  
t h e  b o a r d in g h o u se  in  i t s  f i n a l — and m ea n est— m a n i f e s t a t i o n ,  
a s  a d i s r e p u t a b l e  and n e g l e c t e d  h o t e l  i s l a n d e d  in  a d e c a y in g  
c i t y .
The b o a r d in g h o u se  a s  a  sym bol o f  th e  I r i s h  community  
may w e l l  be r e c e d in g  a s  th e  c la u s t r o p h o b i c  t r a g e d i e s  w h ich  
c h a r a c t e r i z e d  i t  a r e  b e in g  g r a d u a l l y  s u r p la n t e d  by th e  
a g o r o p h o b ic  t r a g e d i e s  o f  th e  o u t e r  su b u r b s .  Mary L a v in  i s  
f a s c i n a t i n g  in  t h i s  r e g a r d  b e c a u s e  h e r  w r i t i n g  b r id g e s  t h e s e  
two I r e l a n d s — t h a t  o f  t h e  r e c e d i n g  b o a r d in g h o u se  and t h a t  o f  
t h e  e n c r o a c h in g  su b u r b s .  B o m  in  1 9 1 2 , L avin  came t o  m a tu r i ty  
a s  a w r i t e r  d u r in g  th e  1 9 4 0 * s ,  a t  l e a s t  one c r u c i a l  d e c a d e  
l a t e r  than  th e  g e n e r a t io n  o f  Frank 0 * Connor, Liam 0*F la h e r t y  
and Sean O 'F a o la in .  Her w r i t i n g  c a r e e r  was a b r u p t ly  i n t e r r u p t e d  
d u r in g  t h e  1950*s w ith  th e  d e a th  o f  h er  f i r s t  husband and  
t h e  assumed r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  m a in t a in in g  a farm  and r a i s i n g  
c h i l d r e n  a l o n e .  T h is  i n t e r r u p t i o n  can be r o u g h ly  t r e a t e d  
a s  a  w a te rsh e d  in  h er  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r ,  'and h er  r e t u r n  t o  
w r i t i n g  in  th e  l a t e  1950* s  h a s  been  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  by a marked 
s h i f t  in  to n e  and s u b j e c t  m a t t e r .
L a v in * s  e a r ly  c o l l e c t i o n s  and h e r  o n ly  n o v e l s  r e v e a l
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a  w r i t e r  p r e o c c u p ie d  w ith  th e  s o c i e t y  in  which h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  
w ere enm eshed . S e t  a m id s t  t h e  s m a l l  town b o u r g e o i s e ,  t h e s e  
s t o r i e s  a r e  r e a l i s t i c  g l im p s e s  i n t o  i t s  narrow c o l l e c t i v e  
im a g in a t io n  and o p p r e s s iv e  s o c i a l  r e s t r a i n t s .  C h a r a c te r s  
f r e t  o v e r  t h e i r  s o c i a l  s t a t u s  and l i v e s  a r e  d e v a s t a t e d  by 
s n a t c h e s  o f  g r e e d  and g o s s i p .  When u n r e p r e s s e d  p a s s i o n  
b r e a k  l o o s e  in  t h e s e  s t o r i e s ,  i t  l e a v e s  a s c o r c h in g  p a th  
a c r o s s  t h e  b le a k ,  p u r i t a n i c a l  t e r r a i n ,  l a v i n  o f t e n  i r o n i c a l l y  
j u x t a p o s e s  a S e n s i t i v e *  n a t u r e  a g a i n s t  a v u l g a r ,  h y p o c r i t i c a l  
s o c i a l  m i l i e u .  In h er  f i r s t  s t o r y ,  "Miss H o lla n d ,"  a  
g e n t e e l ,  s o c i a l l y  p r i v i l e g e d  s p i n s t e r  m ust, b e c a u se  o f  
eco n o m ic  s e t - b a c k s ,  move i n t o  a b o a r d in g h o u s e .  A h o r r i f i c  
v i s i o n  c o n c lu d e s  th e  s t o r y :
Marge Moran! s g r e e n  d r e s s  had s t a i n s  o f  
p e r s p i r a t i o n  un d er  h e r  a r m p i t s .  The wool 
f a b r i c  was m a tted  and i n s t e a d  o f  a b r i l l i a n t  
g reen  i t  was t h e  s i c k l y  g r e e n  o f  f r o g * s ,  
spawn. C i s s i e ,  t h e  one w i t h  th e  p e r p e t u a l  
c o ld  in  h e r  h e a d ,  had a  drop a t  th e  end o f  
h e r  n o s e  and one day i t  w ould f a l l  in  t h e  
s t e w .  B e t ty  S to n e  had a w art on th e  palm  
o f  h er  hand and i f  you sh ook  hands w ith  
h e r ,  you*d f e e l  you  were s h a k in g  hands w ith  
a  w a r t .  M o ria rty  was t h e  o n ly  one l e f t ,  
but M iss H o lla n d  c o u ld n * t  f a c e  l o o k i n g  a t
h im .14
T h is  s u f f o c a t i n g  w e ig h t  o f  l i v i n g  in  cramped q u a r t e r s  w i t h  
s t r a n g e r s  p l a c e s  a s t r a i n  upon t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  o f  L a v in * s  
e a r l y  works t h a t  g r a d u a l ly  d i m i n i s h e s  in  h e r  l a t e r  f i c t i o n .  
L a v i n *s f i n e s t  c o l l e c t i o n  In t h e  M iddle  o f  th e  F i e l d s  b e g in s
in  a manner more c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  h e r  w r i t i n g  s i n c e  th e
1 9 6 0 * s .  "Like a r o c k  in  th e  s e a ,  sh e  was i s l a n d e d  by f i e l d s
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t h e  heavy g r a s s  w a sh in g  a b o u t  t h e  h o u s e ,  and th e  c a t t l e  
w ading  in  i t  a s  in  w a te r ."  We l e a r n  t h a t " s h e " ,  l i k e  many 
o f  L a v in * s  l a t e r  p r o t a g o n i s t s ,  i s  a widow, e s t r a n g e d  from  
o t h e r s  by h er  g r i e f  and h e r  p e c u l i a r  s t a t u s  in  I r i s h  s o c i e t y  
Love i s o l a t e s  l o v e r s  in  L a v in * s  work; i t  c r e a t e s  a c i r c l e  
o f  f i r e  around them . With d e a t h ,  memory e x i l e s  t h e  s u r v i v o r  
even  from  f r i e n d s  and r e l a t i o n s .  I n d i v i d u a l i t y  i s  more 
i n s u l a r  and " r o c k " - l i k e , i s l a n d i n g  t h e  s e l f  and l i b e r a t i n g  
. i t  from  th e  s t e r n ,  condem ning eye  o f  t h e  com m unity.
In su ch  r e c e n t  s t o r i e s  a s  "A Memory", " T r a s te v e r e "  and  
"A Walk On t h e  C l i f f " ,  Mary L av in  h a s  w r i t t e n  i n c r e a s i n g l y  
o f  t h e  v a s t  d i s t a n c e s  t h a t  s e p a r a t e  p e o p le  and o f  t h e  
t e r r i b l e  m is u n d e r s ta n d in g  t h a t  t h e s e  d i s t a n c e s  c r e a t e .  
C h a r a c te r s  u n com p reh en d in g ly  m u t i l a t e  one a n o t h e r ,  f a i l i n g  
even  t o  s e e  how t h e  damage i s  in c u r r e d .  T hese  s t o r i e s  
f e a t u r e  w h i t e - c o l l a r  p r o f e s s i o n a l s — w r i t e r s ,  s c h o l a r s ,  
governm ent o f f i c i a l s  and b u s in e ssm e n  — a l l  t h o s e  who had  
f e l t  th e y  had p u t a n e e d e d  d i s t a n c e  betw een  t h e m s e lv e s  and  
t h e  o p p r e s s iv e  s o c i a l  c l i m a t e  o f  t h e i r  y o u t h s .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  
and t r a g i c a l l y ,  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s ,  l i k e  W ill ia m  T r e v o r ’ s ,  
h a v e  exch anged  one form  o f  e x i l e  f o r  a n o t h e r :  a s  th e
s t i f l i n g  en v iro n m en t o f  t h e  b o a r d in g h o u se  I r e la n d  r e c e d e s ,  
no s u r r o g a t e  community h a s  s u c c e e d e d  in  f i l l i n g  th e  v o i d  
c r e a t e d  by i t s  r e m o v a l .
The c o n se q u e n c e s  o f  t h i s  e x i l e  a r e  o f t e n  t r a g i c :  an
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a g e d  b a c h e lo r ,  sh a m e fu l ly  f l e e i n g  an avow al o f  l o v e ,  d i e s  
t e r r i f i e d  and in d ig n a n t  in  a suburban wood; a c a l l o u s  
d a u g h te r  u n t h in k in g ly  e x p o s e s  h e r  m other*s sham e. The 
e x i l e s *  freed om  o f  movement c h a r a c t e r i z e s  much o f  con tem p orary  
I r i s h  w r i t i n g  and has r e l i n q u i s h e d  t o  i t  new s e t t i n g s :  
suburban  sp o u s e -s w a p p in g  p a r t i e s  where th e  h u sb an d s throw  
t h e i r  c a r - k e y s  on t h e  c a r p e t  f o r  b l i n d - f o l d e d  w iv e s  to  
fu m b le  f o r ;  c h i c  p a r t i e s  where f r i e n d s  ’’f i l e t "  f r i e n d s ;  
u n f u r n is h e d  P a r i s i a n  f l a t s  where f o r e i g n  l o v e r s  s i t  u n s p e a k in g  
f o r  d a y s .  D i s i l l u s i o n  and l o n e l i n e s s  p la g u e  t h e s e  e x i l e s ;  
f o r ,  h a v in g  e sc a p e d  t h o s e  n e t s  o f  a  p r o v i n c i a l  c u l t u r e ,  
t h e y  have  d i s c o v e r e d  l o n e l i n e s s ,  d e p r i v a t io n  and e x i l e  in  
t h e  w or ld  beyond . T h is  s e n s e  o f  s p i r i t u a l  e x i l e  h a u n ts  
con tem p o rary  I r i s h  f i c t i o n .  S i l e n c e ,  e x i l e ,  and anonym ity  
h a v e  become th e  f a m i l i a r  stam p o f  th e  modern t r a g e d y .  T h is  
s e n s e  o f  p e r e n n i a l  e x i l e  i s  b e a u t i f u l l y  e x p r e s s e d  in  a  
p a s s a g e  from Edna O’B r i e n ’ s s t o r y  "The D o l l s "  ( 1 9 8 1 ) .  The 
o c c a s i o n  i s  th e  d e a th  o f  a  form er t e a c h e r ,  a  woman who 
to r m e n te d  t h e  n a r r a t o r .
I h e a r  th e  amount o f  money sh e  l e f t  and h er  
p i t i a b l e  l a s t  w o rd s , b u t I  f e e l  n o t h i n g .  . . . 
I am on th e  run from  them . I have  f l e d .  I 
am c o s m o p o l i t a n .  P e o p le  come t o  my h o u s e ,  a l l  
s o r t s  o f  p e o p l e ,  and th e y  do f e a t s  l i k e  
d a n c in g ,  or j e s t i n g ,  or  s i n g i n g ,  i n v e n t i n g  
a  s o r t  o f  p r i v a t e  t h e a t e r  where we a l l  p la y  
a  p a r t .  I  t o o  p la y  a p a r t .  My p a r t  i s  t o  
r e c e i v e  and d isa rm  them , p ly  them w ith  fo o d  
"and d r in k ,  and s e c r e t l y  be wary o f  them , be 
d i s t a n c e d  from them . . . . I t  was n o t  so m e th in g  
I c u l t i v a t e d .  I t  d e v e lo p e d  o f  i t s  own
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a c c o r d ,  l i k e  a sp o r e  t h a t  b r e a t h e s  in d a r k n e s s .
So I am f a r  from  t h o s e  I am w i t h ,  and f a r  from  
t h o s e  I l e f t .  . . . I n  th e  m orning I to u c h  a 
t a b l e  or a t e a c u p  t o  make s u r e  i t  i s  a t a b l e  
or a t e a c u p ,  and I  t a l k  t o  i t ,  and I  w ater  
th e  f l o w e r s  and t a l k  t o  theiji, and I t h in k  
how t e n d e r  f l o w e r s  a r e ,  and woods and 
woodsmoke and p o s s i b l y  how t e n d e r  a r e  my 
new f r i e n d s ,  but t h a t  l i k e  me th e y  a re  
i n t e n t  upon c o n c e a lm e n t . ^5
T h ese  " p r iv a t e  t h e a t e r s "  a r e  where t h e  drama and b a t t l e s  
o f  modern I r i s h  f i c t i o n  a r e  b e in g  e n a c t e d .  T hese  s t o r i e s  
a r e  f o r a y s  i n t o  f o r e i g n  t e r r i t o r y — l i v e s  " i n t e n t  upon 
c o n c e a lm e n t ,"  T hese  a r e  t h e  l i v e s  o f  e x i l e s ,  w h e r e in ,  a s  
Edna O’B r ie n  c o n c lu d e s ,  "None o f  u s  e v e r  s a y s  where we came 
from  or what h a u n ts  u s ,"  and where anonym ity  and c o n c e a lm e n t  
c o n s p i r e  in  c r e a t i n g  our t r a g e d i e s .
*  ■* *
In a  s t o r y  e n t i t l e d  "A T raged y" , Mary L avin  has j u x t a ­
p o s e d  t h e  a f t e r m a th  o f  a  t e r r i b l e  t r a g e d y — th e  l o s s  o f  an 
I r i s h  a i r l i n e r  in  th e  rem ote  m ountain  r a n g e s  o f  W ales— w ith  
t h e  r e t u r n  o f  a r e c e n t l y  widowed young woman named S i s  t o  
t h e  home o f  h er  s i s t e r  Mary. The n a t i o n a l  tr a g e d y  commands 
t h e  c h a r a c te r s *  a t t e n t i o n  in th e  e a r l y  p a r a g r a p h s ;  d e s p i t e  
t h e  g e o g r a p h ic a l  rem ove, t h e  c r a s h  co m p els  t h e  im a g in a t io n .
I t  p o s s e s s e s  t h e  power o f  t h e  s e n s a t i o n a l .  The c o i n c i d e n c e  
o f  th e  t r a g e d y  and S i s ’ s  r e tu r n  would seem  e n t i r e l y  a r b i t r a r y ,  
an unhappy- c o in c i d e n c e  t h a t  m ight b r i e f l y  shadow e v e r y o n e ’ s 
m er r im e n t .
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L a v in 1s  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  a f t e r m a th  o f  th e  p la n e  . 
c r a s h  and t h e  r e u n io n  c r e a t e s  in  t h e  r e a d e r * s  mind two 
d i s p a r a t e  l a n d s c a p e s  w h ich , a t  th e  s t o r y * s  s t a r t ,  seem  
i r r e v o c a b l y  d i s t a n t  and u n r e l a t e d .  There i s ,  on t h e  one  
h a n d , t h e  unrem arkable  w or ld  t h a t  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  i n h a b i t —  
t h a t  o f  t h e  n earb y  v i l l a g e ,  the^ d a r k ,  s i l e n t  ro a d s  o f  I r e l a n d ,  
and th e  s e q u e s t e r e d  r u r a l  home o f  Mary and h e r  husband Tom. 
In tr o d u c e d  i n t o  t h i s  w o r ld ,  h o w ev e r ,  i s  th e  l u r i d  l a n d s c a p e  
o f  t h e  p la n e  c r a s h ,  g a r n e r e d  o b l i q u e l y  from g o s s i p ,  r a d i o  
b r o a d c a s t s  and t h e  newpaper p h o to g r a p h s  w i t h  b la c k  X*s 
l o c a t i n g  t h e  w reckage a m id s t  th e  w h ite  w a s t e s .  These b la c k  
X*s seem  t o  l o c a t e ,  o b s c u r e l y ,  t h e  " trag ed y "  o f  t h e  s t o r y ’ s 
t i t l e ,  " traged y"  e x p e r ie n c e d  v i c a r i o u s l y  th r o u g h  p i e c e d -  
t o g e t h e r  im ages from  t h e  m ed ia .
In t h e  i n c i d e n t s  w hich  f o l l o w ,  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  e lu d e  
t h e  " a c tu a l"  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  t r a g e d y :  t h e r e  i s  no c r a s h ,  no
v i c t i m s ,  no b lo o d .  D uring an awkward r i d e  home from t h e  
b u s - s t o p ,  Mary t r i e s  t o  m o l l i f y  b o th  Tom and S i s  who d i s l i k e  
e a c h  o t h e r  i n t e n s e l y .  S i s  w i l l  n o t  " shu t up" ab ou t t h e  p la n e  
c r a s h  and h e r  "base  c u r i o s i t y  and s e n s a t i o n  s e e k in g "  a p p a l l  
Tom’ s  d i s c r i m i n a t i n g  n a t u r e .  They a r r i v e  home l a t e  a t  
n i g h t  and Tom s u l l e n l y  g o e s  t o  b ed , a f t e r  e x p r e s s i n g  t o  
Mary a  few  n a s t y  th o u g h t s  ab o u t h e r  s i s t e r .  S i s  and Mary 
s h a r e  more b i t t e r  words a s  S i s  i s  on h e r  way up t o  b ed . The 
t e n s i o n  .in- t h e  a i r  r em a in s  u n v e n te d ,  e x c e p t  in  one s m a l l ,  
t i t i l a t l n g  moment when Mary s t r i k e s  o u t  and s l a p s  S i s :
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"R igh t a c r o s s  th e  f a c e ,  w ith  th e  f l a t  o f  h e r  h a n d ."  . There  
i s ,  f o r  one moment, t h e  s u g g e s t io n  t h a t  t h i s  g e s t u r e  may 
s h a t t e r  th e  c o n s t r a i n t ,  t h e  o r d e r l i n e s s :  t h e  p h r a s e s  seem
t o  b u i ld  toward c r i s i s .  I n s t e a d ,  th e y  have  o n ly  b u i l t  up 
t h e  r e a d e r ’ s  own d e s i r e  t o  w i t n e s s  th e  b lo o d y  t r a g i c  c l im a x ,  
t h e  r e n d in g  o f  t h e  f a b r i c .  S i s  d i s d a i n f u l l y  r e t r e a t s  and  
t h e  l a s t  p ag es  r e c o r d  o n ly  Mary’ s  im p r e s s io n s  o f  th e  i n c i d e n t .  
Her s e n s e  o f  a  t r a g e d y  l u r k i n g  in  t h e  a i r  r e m a in s  u n s a t i a t e d  
by th e  a c c o u n ts  o f  t h e  p la n e  c r a s h  or t h e  s e l f - r i g h t e o u s  
a f f r o n t  t o  S i s .  She l i s t e n s ,  m o r t i f i e d ,  t o  t h e  sound o f  
S i s ’ s  bed c r e a k in g  in  t h e  n e x t  room and t r i e s  t o  c o n ju r e  up 
a tr a g e d y  from h e r  memory o f  th e  c o n v e r s a t i o n .  She r e a d s  
a s u i c i d e  t h r e a t  i n t o  S i s ’ s  words and wakes Tom t o  e x p r e s s  
h e r  d r e a d . He d i s m i s s e s  t h e  t h r e a t  by s a y i n g  t h a t  S i s  
s h o u ld  " t e l l  i t  t o  t h e  dead on Snowden, and s e e  what t h e y ’ l l  
sa y  t o  h e r ."  Tom’ s  d i s d a i n  d i s p e l s  Mary’ s  s e n s e  o f  c a t a s t r o p h e  
and " fo r  th e  moment, anyway" sh e  i s  c a r r i e d  away i n t o  t h e  
immunity o f  s l e e p .
S u p e r f i c i a l l y ,  t h e  d i s p a r i t y  betw een  t h e  two l a n d s c a p e s —  
t h e  t r a g i c  and th e  p r o s a i c — has t o  rem ain i n t a c t .  T r a g ed y ,  
a s  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  know . i t ,  r em a in s  l i n k e d  t o  th e  b l a c k  X’ s 
i n  th e  new spaper p h o to g r a p h s .  A lth o u g h  Mary’ s im a g in a t io n  
s e i z e s  upon th e  g r o t e s q u e  im a ges  e l i c i t e d  from  th e  g o s s i p —
" th e  arm o f  a d o l l  s t i c k i n g  up in  th e  snow"— sh e d i s a s s o c i a t e s  
h e r  c u r i o s i t y  from h e r  f e e l i n g s  o f  dread  and u n h a p p in e s s  
su r r o u n d in g  S i s ’ s r e t u r n .  Mary, l i k e  many L avin  c h a r a c t e r s ,
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seem s t o  s u f f e r  from  an e m o t io n a l  w e i g h t l e s s n e s s ;  h e r  c o n s c i o u s
mind ca n n o t f i n d  a c o r r e l a t i v e  f o r  h er  e m o t io n s .  She s u f f e r s
a s e n s e  o f  l u r k i n g  dread  and o f  a g u i l t y  app easem ent o f  th e
g o d s  t h a t  c o u ld  su d d en ly  be r e v e r s e d ,  an a p p r e h e n s io n  t h a t
W a lla c e  S te v e n s  e l s e w h e r e  d e s c r ib e d  a s  " th e  dark en croachm en t
16o f  t h a t  o ld  c a t a s t r o p h e . 11 Tom i n s i s t s  r i g o r o u s l y  upon 
t r a n s l a t i n g  t h e  p la n e  c r a s h  i n t o  a b s t r a c t ,  g e n e r a l i z e d  t e r m s .  
Mary f e e l s  reb uked  by " h is  power t o  d i s c r i m i n a t e . ” She 
d e t e r m in e s  t h a t  h e r  c u r i o s i t y  i s  " b a s e ” and v o y e u r i s t i c .
"What had sh e  hoped t o  f i n d ? ” she a s k s  h e r s e l f ,  th r o w in g  
t h e  n ew spap er  i n t o  th e  back o f  t h e  c a r .
I r o n i c a l l y ,  th e  r e c e n t l y  widowed S i s  "w allow s" in  th e  
"gruesom e d e t a i l s . "  She h as  bought a new spap er  and h a s  
b e en  g o s s i p i n g  v o r a c i o u s l y  w ith  t h e  v i l l a g e r s .  In th e  c a r ,  
s h e  s i t s  h u d d led  in  t h e  dark o f  t h e  b a c k s e a t ,  p o u r in g  o v er  
t h e  new spap er  a c c o u n t s  " th e  way sh e  u sed  t o  r ea d  i l l i c i t  
m a g a z in e s  in  th e  d o r m i t o r i e s  a t  s c h o o l ."  Her m o r b id i ty ,  
r a t h e r  than  c o n t r a d i c t i n g  h e r  a d o l e s c e n t  e n th u s ia s m , seem s  
a l s o  t o  be a  m a n i f e s t a t io n  o f  h er  p a s s i o n a t e ,  i n q u i s i t i v e  
n a t u r e .  Her " s e n s a t io n a l i s m "  i s ,  in  t r u t h ,  a g r o p in g  e f f o r t  
t o  f i n d  in  t h e  a c c o u n t s  o f  t h e  p la n e  c r a s h  a c o r r e l a t i v e  
t o  h e r  own s e n s e  o f  a  t r a g i c  u n i v e r s e ,  a n e e d  sh e  h a s  i n h e r i t e d  
from  h e r  " tr a g ic "  m arr iage  and widowhood.
Tom! s " t h e o r ie s  o f  human f a l l i b i l i t y "  w ith  t h e i r  im p l ie d  
r e j e c t i o n  "of a  t r a g i c  u n i v e r s e  d i r e c t l y  op p ose  S:is*s p o in t  
o f  v i e w .  S i s ' s  o b s e s s i o n  w ith  h e r  own t r a g i c  p a s t  i n h i b i t s
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h e r  from  moving i n t o  t h e  p r e s e n t .  (C o n tr a s t  t h i s  w i th  t h e  
a c t i o n  o f  "wonder” t h a t  l i b e r a t e s  th e  widow o f  "In t h e  C a f e ." )  
Tom's reb u k e  "to  t e l l  i t  t o  t h e  dead on Snowden" u n d e r s c o r e s  
t h e  s o l i p s i s m  o f  S i s ' s  o b s e s s i v e  r e g a r d  f o r  th e  t r a g i c  w o r ld .  
The rem ark , a l th o u g h  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  i n s e n s i t i v e ,  d o e s  
s t r i k e  a t  S i s ' s  p a r t i c u l a r  form  o f  d e s p a i r .  L ike  h e r  d e c i s i o n  
t o  s t a y  on w ith  t h e  young c o u p l e ,  S i s ' s  c u r i o s i t y  b e t r a y s  
a c e r t a i n  s e l f - i n d u l g e n t  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  th e  w orld  o f  t h e  
l i v i n g ,  h e r s e l f  i n c lu d e d .  I n s t e a d ,  h e r  f i d e l i t y  i s  t o  t h e  
d e a d .  Mary comes t o  s e e  t h i s  f o l l y  o f  S i s ' s  d e s p a ir :
Not one o f  them— t h o s e  u n d is c o v e r e d  dead  
in  t h e i r  f a r - f l u n g  g r a v e s ,  n o t  one o f  them ,  
sh e  knew, but would f l i n g  b ack , i f  he c o u ld ,  
t h a t  m an tle  o f  snow and come back t o  i t  
a l l :  th e  m is u n d e r s t a n d in g s ,  the_ w orry ,
th e  t e n s i o n ,  t h e  c r o s s  p u r p o s e s . ( p . 259)
Mary, f l i n g i n g  h e r  arm a c r o s s  t h e  s l e e p i n g  form  o f  h e r  
h u sb a n d , seem s to  be c a s t i n g  a s i d e  S i s ' s  m o r b id ity  and  
d e f i a n t l y  em b rac ing  th e  l i v i n g .  She th ro w s  o f f  t h e  m a n t le  
o f  g r i e f  and p u ts  on t h e  im munity o f  t h e  s u r v i v o r s ,  o f  t h o s e  
"saved"  from  t r a g e d y .  D r i f t i n g  i n t o  s l e e p ,  sh e  r e a s s u r e s  
h e r s e l f  t h a t  " fo r  th e  moment anyw ay, t h e i r  rooms were  
s e p a r a t e  w o r ld s  t h a t  w h ir le d  away from  ea ch  o th e r  th r o u g h  
v a s t  i n f i n i t i e s  o f  sp ace"  ( p . 2 5 9 ) .
The r e a d e r  must i n t e r p r e t  t h i s  g e s t u r e  more a m b i v a l e n t l y .  
I t  s i g n a l s  a t  l e a s t  one d i s t i n c t  t r a g e d y :  th e  i r r e v o c a b l e
d i s t a n c i n g  o f  th e  two s i s t e r s  t h a t  Mary w i l l e d .  And i f  t h i s
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em brace i s  su p p o sed  t o  r e p r e s e n t  a  g e s t u r e  tow ard s l i f e ,  
what e x a c t l y  has Mary embraced?
"Her husband was r i g h t ,  a s  u s u a l ."  Mary’ s  s u b j e c t i o n  
t o  Tom’ s  p o in t  o f  v ie w  i s  e x a c t l y  what S i s  had p r o s c r ib e d  
a s  th e  f a i l u r e  o f  t h e i r  m a r r ia g e .  "You’ve  j u s t  become a 
s e c o n d  s k in  f o r  t h a t  i n f l a t e d  w in d b a g ,"  S i s  a c c u s e s  Mary.
Tom i n t i m i d a t e s  Mary w i t h  i n t e l l e c t u a l  d i s d a i n ,  n a r r o w in g  
h e r  p o in t  o f  v ie w  t o  f i t  t h e  c o n s t r a i n t s  o f  h i s  own. H is  
c o n s t a n t  a b s t r a c t i n g  away from  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s  o f  l i f e  
r e p r e s e n t s  a dread  o f  what t h e s e  may c o n t a i n .  The c o u p le  
l i v e  w i th in  h i s  cocoon  o f  r a r i f i e d  t h o u g h t ,  y e t  one t h a t  
i s  p la g u ed  by a s e n s e  o f  s u s p i c i o n  and p a r a n o ia .
In h i s  vehem ent d i s a v o w a l  o f  "base c u r i o s i t y  and s e n s a t i o n  
s e e k in g "  Tom d i s g u i s e s  h i s  dread  o f  a n y t h in g  t a i n t e d  by 
b a s e n e s s ,  s o r d i d n e s s ,  s e n s a t i o n  Or p h y s i c a l i t y . Again and 
a g a in  in  L a v in ’ s s t o r i e s ,  t h e  v i o l e n t  but p l a u s i b l e  c o u p l i n g s  
o f  n a tu r e  in t r u d e  i n t o  th e  r a r i f i e d  a tm o sp h e re :  manure and
f l o w e r s  ( " L i l a c s " ) ,  c o n v e r s io n  and m is c a r r ia g e  ("A L o s t  
C h i l d " ) ,  p r o s p e r i t y  and d e a th  ("The Mock A u c t io n " ) .  C h a r a c te r s  
l i k e  Tom r e t r e a t  from  ex a m in in g  what may l i e  a t  t h e  h e a r t  o f  
t h e s e  j u x t a p o s i t i o n s .  The a s c e t i c ’ s  p u r i t a n i c a l  r e j e c t i o n  
o f  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  o f t e n  c o i n c i d e s  w ith  t h e  d i s a v o w a l  o f  
p a s s i o n .  These t im id  c h a r a c t e r s  tu r n  away from  o b scu re  
e m o t io n s ,  su ch  a s  t h a t  w h ich  k e e p s  S i s ’ s  m a rr iage  somehow 
" sa c r e d  and p r i v a t e . "
Mary, in  a l l y i n g  h e r s e l f  w i th  t h e  p u r i t a n  Tom, h a s
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r e j e c t e d  n o t  o n ly  S i s ,  bu t S i s ’ s  more c a t h o l i c  p o i n t  o f  
v i e w .  Mary1s g e s t u r e  i s  an embrace o f  t h e  s l e e p i n g  form  
o f  Tom— h i s  c o n d i t i o n  s u g g e s t i n g  a l l  th e  d e a d n e s s  and  
d i s r e g a r d  o f  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  E a r l i e r ,  Mary had im a g in e d  
h e r  husband in  a form s u g g e s t i v e  o f  mock s a n c t i t y :  "she
w ould f i n d  him l y i n g  w ith  h i s  mouth op en , t h e  l i g h t  s h i n i n g  
f u l l  on h i s  f a c e ,  and a nim bus o f  m oths c i r c l i n g  h i s  h e a d ."
( p . 2 5 7 )
D uring t h e i r  q u a r r e l ,  when Mary had t r i e d  t o  tu r n  t h e  
t o p i c  around t o  S i s 1s ' f a i l e d  m a r r ia g e ,  S i s  had e f f e c t i v e l y  
s i l e n c e d  h er  s i s t e r  w i t h  a  g l a r e .  Mary f e e l s  r e b u f f e d  
b e c a u s e ,  a l th o u g h  sh e  f e a r s  h er  own m a rr ia g e  l i e s  e x p o s e d ,
S i s ’ s d o e s  n o t .  " f a i l u r e  th o u g h  i t  had b e e n ,  f i n i s h e d  and
done w i t h ,  S i s  had managed t o  k eep  h e r  own m arr ia g e  in  some 
way s a c r e d  and p r i v a t e . "  Mary c a r r i e s  t h i s  b i t t e r n e s s  t o  bed:
Mary s t o o d  f o r  a lo n g  t im e  in  h e r  bare  
f e e t  on th e  c o ld  l in o l e u m ,  b e c a u s e  i t  was 
a b s o l u t e l y  u n b e a r a b le  t o  t h in k  t h a t  S i s  in  
h er  tu rn  would h e a r  t h e i r  bed c r e a k in g .
At l a s t ,  c o ld  a s  a  s t o n e ,  sh e  lo w e r e d
h e r s e l f  c a u t i o u s l y  i n t o  t h e  bed b e s i d e  
h e r  hu sband . . . .We h a v e  no p r i v a c y ,  sh e  
w h is p e r e d ,  n o t  even  in  our bedroom; in  our  
bed , ( p . 2 5 7 - 8 )
M aryf  s t a n d in g  on t h e  c o ld  l i n o l e u m ,  i s  a c u t e l y  c o n s c i o u s  
o f  S i s ’ s  h o s t i l e  p r o x im i t y .  In h e r  im a g in a t io n ,  Mary l i n k s  
S i s ’ s  p r e s e n c e  w ith  h e r  own f a i l u r e  t o  c o n c e i v e  a c h i l d ,  
a s  th ou gh  some c r u e l  j u s t i c e  i s  b e in g  e x a c t e d .  S i s ’ s 
" s a c r e d  and p r iv a t e "  in v o lv e m e n t  w i t h  h e r  d e c e a s e d  h u sb an d ,
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a l t h o u g h  d i s r u p t e d  by h i s  d e a t h ,  seem s t o  ca rry  i m p l i c a t i o n s  
o f  a more f e r t i l e ,  a l b e i t  t r a g i c ,  en actm en t o f  p a s s i o n .
I t s  p r e s e n c e  oversh adow s Mary1s own m arr iage  bed. Even t h e  
o v e r h e a d  ’’h e a v in g ” o f  S i s ' s  s l e e p i n g  form c a r r i e s  u n p le a s a n t  
c o n n o t a t i o n s  o f  s e x u a l i t y  f o r  th e  o v e r -w r o u g h t  Mary. With  
h e r  s t o n e - l i k e  form  and " c o ld  f e e t , "  Mary l i e s  in  h e r  b ed ,  
s u g g e s t i v e  o f  t h e  u n d is c o v e r e d  dead a m id s t  t h e  "w hite  w a s te s "  
o f  Snowden. An image from  t h e  p la n e  c r a s h  h a u n ts  h e r :
A b u r i a l  s e r v i c e  would be r e a d  in  th e  
a i r  from a n o th e r  p la n e ,  f l y i n g  a t  low  
a l t i t u d e  o v e r  t h e  s p o t .
She c o u ld  s e e  t h a t  p la n e ,  f l y i n g  so  
low  t h a t  i t s  shadow , l i k e  t h e  shadow o f  a 
b ir d ,  f l e w  w ith  i t  a c r o s s  t h e  w h ite  w a s t e s . ( p . 2 5 8 )
T h is  im age, n o t  g a r n e r e d  from  th e  n e w sp a p e r s ,  i s  a  
p r o j e c t i o n  o f  M ary's own im a g in a t io n .  U n w i t t in g ly ,  Mary 
h a s  s e i z e d  upon t h e  v i s u a l  a n a lo g y  f o r  h er  own s i t u a t i o n ,  
p e r h a p s  t h e  image sh e  u n c o n s c i o u s l y  so u g h t  in  th e  n e w s p a p e r s .  
As s u c h ,  S i s ' s  b i r d - l i k e  form , s c a v e n g in g  f o r  s o l a c e ,  becom es  
t h e  p la n e  p a s s in g  w ith  i t s  "shadow" (h e r  own " sa cred  and  
p r i v a t e "  m a r r ia g e )  over  t h e  d e s o l a t i o n  and s t e r i l i t y  (" th e  
w h it e  w a s te s " )  o f  M ary's m a r r ia g e .  In h e r  embrace o f  l i f e ' s  
p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s ,  S i s  h as  rem ain ed  f r e e  and d i s t i n q u i s h a b l e  
w h i l e  Tom's power t o  d i s c r i m i n a t e ,  h i s  power to  a b s t r a c t ,  
h a s  made h i s  own m a rr iag e  s o  g e n e r a l i z e d  i t  i s  anonym ous, 
c h a r a c t e r l e s s .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  S i s  i s  a b l e  t o  r e t a i n  a s a c r e d  
p r iv a c y  by " d ra g g in g  t h i n g s  down t o  p a r t i c u l a r s "  w h i l e  Tom's 
own a l o o f n e s s  h a s  ex p o sed  i t s  r u d im en ta ry  s o u r c e — f e a r .
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Mary and Tom e n jo y  no haven from S i s  b e c a u s e  t h e r e  i s  no  
p r i v a c y  between them: Mary i s  j u s t  a s e c o n d  s k in  f o r  h i s
s e l f .  In h e r  d i s g u s t  f o r  Maryf s  s e l f - o b l i t e r a t i o n ,  S i s  
“p a s s e s  over" t h e  c o m p la ce n t  and barren  w a s t e s  o f  Mary1s 
w o r l d .
In drawing  t h i s  image from Snowden, Mary’ s  i m a g i n a t i o n  
b r i n g s  t h e  two l a n d s c a p e s  o f  t h e  s t o r y — which seemed a t  t h e  
s t a r t  so  d i s t a n t  and d i s t i n c t — i n t o  d a n g er o u s  p r o x i m i t y .
The l a n d s c a p e  o f  t r a g e d y  becomes t h e  l a n d s c a p e  o f  M ary's  
i m a g i n a t i o n  and w i t h i n  i t ,  she  f i n d s  t h e  c o r r e l a t i v e  f o r  t h e  
" d e e p e r ,  and more t e r r i b l e  d e s o l a t i o n "  t h a t  t a k e s  h o l d  o f  
h e r .  The r e s p e c t i v e  " s t a t e s "  o f  t h e  two s i s t e r s  a r e  s i m i l a r l y  
c o n f u s e d ,  w i f e  and widow t r a n s p o s e d .  M ary's  t r a g e d y  accumu­
l a t e s  d e p th  by i t s  i m p l i e d  l o n g e v i t y ,  by i t s  p e r p e t u a t i o n  
i n  t i m e .  T r a g ic  t im e  becomes p u r g a t o r i a l ,  v a s t :  t h e  f i n a l
im age  o f  Tom and Mary e c h o e s  t h e  f a t e  o f  C h a u c e r ' s  l o v e r s  
damned t o  p u r g a t o r i a l  s p a c e :  " a f t e r  t h a t  th e y  ben d e d e ,  /
S h u l  w h i r l e  a b o u te  t h ' e r t h e  a lw ey  in  p e y n e ,  /  Tyl  many a
17w o r l d ' be p a s s e d ,  ou t  o f  d r e d e .  . . ."
T h i s  i s  a d e s o l a t i n g  image o f  a l o s t  o p p o r t u n i t y  and  
a w a s te d  d e s i r e  t o  r e t u r n  t o  a w or ld  o f  " c r o s s  p u r p o s e s . "
Mary, in  e x i l i n g  h e r s e l f  from S i s ,  s e e k s  t o  e x o r c i s e  d i s c o r d .  
She s e e k s ,  in  e f f e c t ,  t o  p r o t e c t  h e r  home from t r a g e d y .
D e s p i t e  t h i s ,  h e r  i m a g i n a t i o n  s e i z e s  upon im ages  from t h e  
r e a l  w o r ld  t h a t  s u g g e s t  c a t a s t r o p h e .  On a r r i v i n g  home 
e a r l i e r ,  Mary had n o t e d ,  "The f i r e  w a s n ' t  q u i t e  o u t ;  but
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t h e  h e a r t  had burned ou t  o f  i t  and t h e  l o g s  had f a l l e n  t o  
one s i d e ,  c h a r r e d  and b l a c k e n e d . 11 T h is  image c r e a t e s  a gr im  
e q u i v a l e n c e  be tw een  Mary' s  m a rr ia g e  w i th  i t s  " h ea r t  burned  
o u t  o f  i t "  and t h e  p la n e  c r a s h  w i th  i t s  " b i t s  o f  wreckage"  
t h a t  " b la c k e n e d  t h e  w h i t e n e s s  in  t h e  im m ediate  v i c i n i t y . "
Mary h a s  o p t e d  f o r  t h e  t r a g e d y  o f  c o n c e a l m e n t ,  and t h e
c l o s i n g  image o f  t h e  s t o r y  i s  h e r  embrace o f  a  more t e p i d ,
c a u t i o u s  manner o f  s u r v i v a l .  The imagery o f  v a s t  s p a c e s
c o n v e y s  a d i z z y i n g  s e n s e  o f  v e r t i g o ,  a s  Mary s l i p s  i n t o  an
. i n f i n i t e  l a n d s c a p e  o f  s t e r i l e  a b s t r a c t i o n .  Lavin h as
1 8p r o f e s s e d  an a d m i r a t io n  f o r  W i l l a  C a th er ,  and in  t h i s  
c l o s i n g  p a s s a g e ,  sh e  e c h o s  t h e  c l o s e  o f  C a th er * s  " P a u l ' s  
C a s e ."  V/e w i t n e s s  M ary's  d i s a p p e a r a n c e  i n t o  t h e  "immense 
d e s i g n  o f  t h i n g s "  ( C a t h e r ) .  T h ese  f a l l s  do n o t  t r o u b l e  t h e  
l a n d s c a p e  and a r e  n o t  c h r o n i c l e d  in l u r i d  p h o to g r a p h s  or  
s c r e a m i n g  h e a d l i n e s ;  t h e y  t r a n s p i r e  b e h in d  a sm o k escreen  o f  
co m p la ce n c y  and a r e  l o s t  in  an ex p a n d in g  and d i s r e g a r d i n g  
u n i v e r s e .
Much o f  what o b s c u r e s  M ary's  t r a g e d y  i s  i t s  e l a b o r a t i o n  
i n  t i m e ,  i t s  e x t e n s i o n  beyond t h e  p e r i m e t e r s  o f  t h e  t i m e  
d e p i c t e d  w i t h i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  fra m e .  The s t o r y  d o es  n o t  
p r o v i d e  u s  w i t h  one o v e r r i d i n g  a c t i o n  or  moment w h e r e in  one  
can s a y ,  h e r e ,  t h i s  r e p r e s e n t s  M ary's  t r a g i c  f a l l ,  t h e  
r e v e r s a l  o f  h e r  f o r t u n e .  I n s t e a d ,  h e r  t r a g e d y  can o n ly  be  
d i s c e r n e d  by t r a c i n g  c e r t a i n  l i n e s  o f  m otion t h a t  seem t o  
c h a r a c t e r i z e  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  h e r  l i f e  and f o l l o w  t h e s e  tow ard
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c o n c l u s i o n . We a r e  to ld ,  t h a t  Mary u s e d  t o  be oversh adow ed  
by S i s  a t  s c h o o l ;  we s e e  h e r  e m o t i o n a l  a q u i e s c e n c e  t o  Tom; 
we can o n ly  im a g in e  t h a t  t h i s  t r a g i c  p a t t e r n  o f  s e l f - b e t r a y a l  
w i l l  p e r p e t u a t e  i t s e l f .  S i m i l a r  l i n e s  o f  m otion  a r e  c r e a t e d  
f o r  S i s  and Tom ( a l t h o u g h  f o r  S i s ,  t h e y  would seem l e s s  
i n t r a c t a b l e ) .  By h e r  command o f  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  r e a l i s m ,
L av in  t r a c e s  t h e s e  l i n e s  o f  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  m otion  t h a t  
c h a r a c t e r i z e  a p e r s o n a l i t y  t h r o u g h  m im et ic  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  
o f  c h a r a c t e r  p o i n t  o f  v i e w .  P a t e — t h e  s i g n i f i c a n t  a g e n t  o f  
fo r m a l  t r a g e d y — o f t e n  becomes bound up in  p o i n t  o f  v i e w :  
a  n ar r o w in g  o f  p o i n t  o f  v i e w  co m p e ls  i n e v i t a b i l i t y .
We can d i s c e r n  t h e  p a t t e r n s  o f  t r a g e d y ,  a s  s u c h ,  a s  
e a r l y  a s  t h e  c a r  r i d e  home, b e f o r e  any q u a r r e l  has  o c c u r r e d .  
T h is  s c e n e ,  in  f a c t ,  may s e r v e  a s  a metaphor f o r  c r e a t i n g  
t h o s e  l i n e s  o f  motion t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e  e a ch  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  
f a t e . .  Even a s  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  p r o p e l l e d  by t h e  a u t o m o b i l e  
t h r o u g h  t im e  and s p a c e ,  e a c h  o f  them i s  c o m p e l l e d ,  by 
a n a l o g y ,  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n s t r a i n t s  o f  t h e i r  p r i v a t e  p o i n t s  o f  
v i e w ,  t o  i n t e r p r e t  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  in  m u t u a l ly  e x c l u s i v e  w ays .  
Tom, p e d a n t i c  on t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  c r a s h  when a l o n e  w i t h  
Mary, becomes s u l l e n ,  b r u s q u e ,  d i s t a n t .  S i s ,  e q u a l l y  rem oved ,  
p o u r s  o b s e s s i v e l y  th r o u g h  t h e  n e w s p a p e r s .  Mary, t o r n  
between  husband and s i s t e r ,  s i t s  h a l f - t w i s t e d  in  t h e  p a s s e n g e r  
s e a t ; ,  t h e  p e r p e t u a l  p a s s e n g e r  o b e y i n g  someone e l s e ' s  w i l l .
As t h e  car. moves a l o n g  t h e  dark r o a d s  o f  t h e  I r i s h  c o u n t r y ­
s i d e ,  h o l d i n g  t h e  p a s s e n g e r s  in  a c ocoo n  o f  u n e a s y  p r o x i m i t y ,
28
t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  t h e m s e l v e s  i n h a b i t  s m a l l e r  c o c o o n s  o f  p r i v a t e  
t h o u g h t .  By v i r t u e  o f  t h e i r  f a i l u r e  t o  d i s r u p t  t h e s e  l i n e s  
o f  m o t io n ,  t h e y  can a l r e a d y  be l i k e n e d  t o  " s e p a r a t e  w o r ld s  
t h a t  w h ir l e d  away from e a ch  o t h e r  th r o u g h  v a s t  i n f i n i t i e s  
o f  s p a c e ."
T h is  mutual  i s o l a t i o n  makes t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  seem m yopic ;  
t h e y  o n ly  d im ly  p e r c e i v e  t h e s e  " s e p a r a t e  w o r l d s ” t h a t  w h i r l  
a b o u t  them. T h i s  myopia c r e a t e s  c a l l o u s n e s s  and p r e s u m p t io n ,  
and in  L a v i n * s , a s  w e l l  a s  T r e v o r * s ,  work, i t  a l l o w s  c h a r a c t e r s  
t o  make v i c t i m s  o f  one a n o t h e r .  (T r ev o r  w r i t e s ,  "The c h i l d  
was t h e  v i c t i m  o f  o t h e r  p e o p l e * s  w o r ld s  and o t h e r  p e o p l e * s
I Q .
drama. . . • ” ) I s o l a t i o n  b l i n d s  u s  t o  t h e  t r a g e d i e s  t h a t
o c c u r  b e s i d e  and w i t h i n  u s — we s c r u t i n i z e  n e w s p a p e r s ,  n o v e l s ,  
and myths f o r  p r o g n o s i s  o f  our d i s - e a s e .  Reading  k e e p s  
t r a g e d y  a t  a  d i s t a n c e  by t r a n s l a t i n g  i t  . into  a b s t r a c t  t er m s  
a n d ,  a t  t h e  same t i m e ,  a p p e a s i n g  our morbid s e n s e  o f  t h e  
t r a g i c .
We a n t i c i p a t e  a c e r t a i n  s c e n a r i o  f o r  t r a g e d y — and a 
c e r t a i n  d i s t a n c e .  J o u r n a l i s t s  send back l u r i d  p h o to g r a p h s  
o f  w eep ing  s t r a n g e r s  from d e v a s t a t e d  c i t i e s  t h a t  we c a n n o t  
e v e n  l o c a t e  on a map. H i s t o r y  h a s  im m o r t a l i z e d  c e r t a i n  
t r a g i c  f i g u r e s ,  making them l a r g e r  than l i f e .  Y e t ,  in  su c h  
s t o r i e s  a s  "A T r a g ed y ” Mary Lavin  r e v e r s e s  th e se  a s s u m p t i o n s :  
t r a g e d y  i s  d i m i n i s h e d ,  n o t  a m p l i f i e d ,  by d i s t a n c e .  I t  i s  
c r e a t e d  by. d i s r e g a r d  and in c o m p r eh en s io n  and a  p h o to g ra p h  
would r e c o r d  o n ly  o r d in a r y  c o m p la c e n t  f a c e s ,  waving h a n d s .
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In h i s  e a r l y  p la y  "On B a i l e ’ s  Strand" Y e a t s  made t h e  
t r a g i c  h e r o ’ s s t a t u r e  c e n t r a l  t o  t h e  wor ld  in  w hich  he e x i s t s .  
In C u c h u l a i n 1s c o l l a p s e  i n t o  m adness ,  t h e  f i c t i o n a l  w or ld  
a b o u t  him c o l l a p s e s  i n t o  anarchy  and d e c a y .  The shadows  
d e e p e n ,  and t h e  f a t e  o f  t h e  t r a g i c  s e l f  m o m en ta r i ly  o v e r ­
sh a d o w s ,  and f o r e s h a d o w s ,  t h e  f a t e  o f  s o c i e t y .  C u c h u l a i n ,  
mad, b a t t l e s  t h e  waves and abandons t h e  w o r l d .  The g r i e f  
o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  s u p e r c e d e s  s o c i e t y :  C u c h u la in * s  f a l l  i n t o
c h a o s ,  h i s  m adn ess ,  r e m a in s  m y t h i c .  He d o e s  n o t  f a l l ,  l i k e  
B r u e g e l ’ s  I c a r u s ,  i n t o  t h e  s t i l l n e s s  o f  an a l l - t o o - p e r f e c t  
o r d e r .  .
Y e a t ’ s p la y  h o l d s  w i t h  t h e  r o m a n t ic  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  
s e l f :  t h e  t r a g e d y  d ep en d s  upon t h e  u t t e r  c e n t r a l i t y  o f
C u c h u l a i n 1s f a t e .  The c o n c l u d i n g  s c e n e  be tw een  t h e  b l i n d  
man and th e  f o o l  i s  in  t h i s  s e n s e  a p o s t - s c r i p t  t o  t h e  t r a g i c  
w o r ld :  .it i m p l i e s  t h e  em erg in g  w o r ld  o f  b l i n d  f o r t u n e ,
f o l l y ,  and k n a v e r y — t h e  w or ld  o f  t r a g i - c o m e d y — t h a t  Y e a t s  
saw e n s u i n g  in  t h e  c o l l a p s e  o f  t h e  t r a g i c  w o r ld .  The two 
f i g u r e s  perhaps  r e p r e s e n t e d  f o r  Y e a t s  t h e  c u p i d i t y  and  
b a n a l i t y  o f  t h e  modern I r e l a n d  he  w i t n e s s e d  e m e r g in g  a ro und  
him .
In h i s  d e s i r e  t o  r e c r e a t e  a  t r a g i c  u n i v e r s e ,  Y e a t s  
r em o v es  us  i n t o  t h e  d i s t a n t  p a s t ,  i n t o  a m y t h o l o g i c a l  
I r e l a n d ,  and c r e a t e s  a f i c t i v e  u n i v e r s e  t h a t  c o l l a b o r a t e s  
i n  t h e  f a t e  o f  t h e  t r a g i c  h e r o .  I t  i s  an a r i s t o c r a t i c  v i e w  
o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ’ s  r o l e  in  h i s t o r y  and Y e a t s  b e l i e v e d  t h a t
s o c i e t y ,  a s  i t  t u r n e d  toward dem ocracy ,  s u f f e r e d  s p i r i t u a l
im p o v e r i s h m e n t .  At t h e  p l a y ’ s c l o s e  we must t r u s t  t h e
t e s t i m o n y  o f  a  b l i n d  man and a f o o l ,  a  t r u s t  t h a t  i t s e l f
s p e a k s  f o r  t h e  w o r l d ’ s  d e c l i n e .  Y e a t s ’ s  s t a g i n g  o f  C u c h u l a i n ’
m adness  c o r r e s p o n d s  t o  h i s  own s e n s e  o f  t r a g e d y  *s  h i s t o r y .
With t h e  c o l l a p s e  o f  t h e  t r a g i c  h e r o  i n t o  m adness ,  t h e  w o r ld
t u r n s  tow ard  t h i e v i n g  and anarchy  and h i s t o r y  i s  e n f e e b l e d .
We a r e  t h e  i n h e r i t a n c e :  " L i f e  d r i f t s  b e tw een  a f o o l  and a
20b l i n d  man t o  t h e  end .  . . . "  As s u c h ,  Y e a t s ' s  t r e a t m e n t
o f  t h e  f a l l  . is d i a m e t r i c a l l y  opposed  t o  B r u e g e l ' s .  A l l  t h e
e l e m e n t s  o f  Y e a t s ' s  drama c o n s p i r e  t o  c r e a t e  empathy and
r e g a r d  f o r  t h e  m yth ic  h e r o ,  w hereas  t h e  d e s i g n  o f  B r u e g e l ' s
c a n v a s  c o n s p i r e s  t o  h i d e  I c a r u s  from our a t t e n t i o n .
The e l e m e n t s  o f  f o r m a l  t r a g e d y  a t t e m p t  t o  c o n t a i n  t i m e ,
and in  Y e a t s ' s  p l a y ,  t im e  i s  h e l d  in  d r a m a t i c  s u s p e n s i o n :
C u c h u l a i n * s  madness o b l i t e r a t e s  our  concern  f o r  what comes
t o  p a s s  a f t e r w a r d s .  In "A T ragedy" ,  t im e  d o e s  n o t  d i s t i n g u i s h
t h e  t r a g i c  f a l l ,  but r a t h e r  e x t i n g u i s h e s  i t ,  a s  I c a r u s ' s
f a l l  i s  l o s t  in  t h e  d i s t a n c e s  o f  B r u e g e l ' s  p a i n t i n g .  M ary's
t r a g e d y  w i l l  p e r p e t u a t e  i t s e l f  w i t h  t h e  s lo w  a c c u m u l a t io n
o f  y e a r s ;  i t  i s ,  in  t h e  words o f  P a t r i c k  Kavanaugh, "the
21w eak ,  weary way o f  t r u e  t r a g e d y . "
In one o f  W i l l ia m  T r e v o r ' s  s t o r i e s ,  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  
s t r u g g l e s  w i t h  t h e  b i t t e r  know ledge  t h a t  a f a i l e d  l o v e  a f f a i r -  
and  t h e  p o i g n a n t  s u f f e r i n g  i t  c o s t  him— w i l l  be l o s t  t o  t i m e .  
The y e a r s  w i l l  d i s t a n c e  him from h i s  own f e e l i n g s :  "Even
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a l r e a d y ,  I  t h o u g h t ,  t im e  i s  a t  work; t im e  i s .  . . . k i l l i n g  
a l l  t h e r e  was between u s .  And w i t h  t im e  on my s i d e  I would  
l o o k  back on t h e  day w i t h o u t  b i t t e r n e s s  and w i t h o u t  e m o t i o n .
I  would remember i t  o n ly  a s  a  f l a s h  on t h e  b r i t t l e  s u r f a c e  
o f  n o t h i n g .  . . . 1,22
The s e n s e  h e r e  i s  t h a t  t r a g e d y ,  a s  i t  e x i s t s  in  t h e  
w o r ld  o f  t h e  l i v i n g ,  i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by c o n t i n u i t y  and by 
t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n  o f  a  p a t t e r n  e x t e n d i n g ,  u n a l t e r e d ,  t h r o u g h  
t h e  t i m e - f r a m e  o f  t h e  work. T h is  method c h a l l e n g e s  t h e  
d r a m a t ic  symmetry o f  f o r m a l  t r a g e d y .  In t r y i n g  t o  v i s u a l i z e  
t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  one m ight  im a g in e  t h a t  t h e  c h a r a c t e r ’ s 
f a l l  does  n o t  e x te n d  v e r t i c a l l y  ( t h e  e q u a t i o n  o f  g r e a t n e s s  
and th e  t r a g i c  f a t e :  a h i e r a r c h i a l  s e n s e  o f  c h a o s  p a s s i n g
i n  a d e s c e n d i n g  f a s h i o n  from  C u c h u l a i n ' s  madness t o  s o c i e t y * s  
a n a r c h y )  bu t  h o r i z o n t a l l y ,  a s  t h e  a c c u m u l a t io n  o f  y e a r s  o f  
h a b i t  and s e l f - b e t r a y a l .  Formal t r a g e d y ,  a s  d e f i n e d  by
R . J .  Dor.ius in  t h e  P r i n c e t o n  E n c y c l o p e d i a  o f  P o e tr y  and
23P o e t i c s , ’’s t o p s  h i s t o r y ,  i t  i s  a  summit or  end s t a g e . "
The t r a g i c  h e r o ,  even by h i s  d e f e a t  in  l i n e a r  t i m e ,  a r r e s t s  
i t ;  he a c h i e v e s  a s t a s i s  w h ich  we a l m o s t  i n d i s c r i m i n a t e l y  
t e r m  i n e v i t a b i l i t y ,  f a t e ,  c h a r a c t e r .  T h is  c o m p r e s s io n  o f  
t h e  t r a g i c  h e r o * s  f a t e  i n t o  one s i g n i f i c a n t  a c t i o n  or  
g e s t u r e  ( C u c h u la in  b a t t l i n g  t h e  w a v e s )  i s  k in d r e d  t o  t h e  
c o m p r e s s io n  o f  t h e  d r a m a t ic  a r t s  f o r  A r i s t o t l e  w r i t e s  t h a t  
"Tragedy e n d e a v o u r s  t o  k e e p  a s  f a r  a s  p o s s i b l e  w i t h i n  a 
s i n g l e  c i r c u i t  o f  t h e  su n .  . . A l th o u g h  most t r a g e d i e s
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d e f y  t h i s '  r i g o r o u s  p r i n c i p l e  o f  u n i t y ,  t h e  u n d e r l y i n g  d e s i r e  
o f t e n  r em a in s  i n t a c t :  t o  s t r i v e  toward a u n i f i e d  and s u b l i m e
e n d ,  t h e  r i s e  and f a l l  o f  t h e  t r a g i c  h e r o .
C o n v e r s e ly ,  t h a t  which may be term ed t h e  h o r i z o n t a l  
e x t e n s i o n  o f  t r a g e d y  s e e k s  a d i f f e r e n t  k in d  o f  c o m p r e ss io n  
a l t o g e t h e r .  The " a c t i o n 11 o f  t h e  s t o r y  i s  l e s s  s i g n i f i c a n t  
t h a n  i t s  r e p e r c u s s i o n s  in t i m e :  t h a t  i s ,  i t s  c a p a c i t y  t o
i m p l i c a t e  a  p a t t e r n .  The f a l l  i s  woven i n e x t r i c a b l y  i n t o  
l i n e a r  t i m e .  I t  i s  h o r i z o n t a l  in  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t ,  l i k e  
B r u e g e l ’ s  p a i n t i n g ,  i n d i v i d u a l  s t a t u r e  i s  d i m i n i s h e d  by a  
p e r s p e c t i v e  t h a t  i n c l u d e s  t h e  d i s t a n t  h o r i z o n s ,  though now 
t h e s e  h o r i z o n s  f i g u r e  a s  b i r t h  and d e a t h ,  and t h e  v a s t  
e x p a n s e  o f  s e a ,  a metaphor f o r  t h e  i n t e r m i n a b l e  p a t t e r n  o f  
" t r u e  t r a g e d y ."
At t h e  c l o s e  o f  L a v i n f s  "The L i t t l e  P r i n c e , "  t h e  s t o r y * s  
p r o t a g o n i s t ,  B e d e l i a ,  h a s  t r a v e l e d  t o  M a s s a c h u s e t t s  in an 
e f f o r t  t o  t r a c e  down n e r  Drotner  in a home f o r  e l d e r l y  
i n d i g e n t s . The b r o t h e r ,  Tom, l e f t  I r e l a n d  t h i r t y  y e a r s  
b e f o r e  and has  n o t  w r i t t e n  i n  t h e  i n t e r v a l .  As a boy,  Tom 
was B e d e l i a * s  " a n g e l " ,  h e r  " l i t t l e  p r i n c e " ;  how ever ,  she  
c o n t r i v e d  t o  have  him l e a v e  I r e l a n d ,  f e a r i n g  t h a t  t h e i r  
g r o c e r y  c o u ld  n o t  s u s t a i n  h e r s e l f ,  h e r  husband and her  
b e l o v e d  b r o t h e r .  She has  a lw a y s  hoped he would make a  
f o r t u n e  in  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  and r e t u r n  t o  h e r .
I n s t e a d ,  t h e  y e a r s  have  p a s s e d  and t h e r e  i s  no word 
from  him. In t h e  i n t e r v e n i n g  y e a r s ,  t h e  g r o c e r y  has  n e v e r
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f l o u r i s h e d ,  but t h e r e  h a s  a lw a y s  been enough .  With t h e  
b i t t e r  knowledge  o f  f a i l u r e ,  B e d e l i a  a t t e m p t s  t o  r e d r e s s  
t h e  y e a r s  o f  n e g l e c t .  L ik e  many Lavin c h a r a c t e r s ,  B e d e l i a  
p l a c e s  a l l  h e r  h o p es  in a w or ld  t h a t  n e v e r  comes i n t o  b e i n g ;  
h e r  a m b i t i o n s  e x i l e  h e r  b e l o v e d  b r o t h e r  from h e r .  Her 
e f f o r t  a t  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  i s ,  h o w ev e r ,  t o o  l a t e  in  com ing .
She d i s c o v e r s  t h a t  t h e  o l d  man who i s  b e l i e v e d  t o  be h e r  
b r o t h e r  h as  d i e d  b e f o r e  she  c o u ld  r e a c h  him . The o l d  m an's  
d e a t h ,  h o w ev er ,  can n o t  sh ake  B e d e l i a * s  f i d e l i t y  t o  h e r  
" l i t t l e  p r i n c e ” ; sh e  w i l l  go t o  t h e  h o s p i t a l ,  i d e n t i f y  f o r  
c e r t a i n  t h e  unknown man, and b r i n g  him back t o  I r e l a n d  f o r  
b u r i a l ,  no c o s t s  s p a r e d .  He w i l l  be t h e  one f a m i l i a r  
f e a t u r e  in  t h i s  s t r a n g e  l a n d .  'When B e d e l i a  i s  u s h e r e d  i n t o  
t h e  h o s p i t a l  room, she  i s  m o r t i f i e d :  "She l o o k e d  a g a i n
a t  t h e  dead man's  f a c e .  But i f  i t  was h e r  b r o t h e r ,  s o m e t h i n g  
had su n d ered  them, s o m e t h in g  had s e v e r e d  t h e  bonds o f  b l o o d ,  
and sh e  knew him n o t . "  The h a r s h  r e a l i t i e s  o f  t im e  and  
d i s t a n c e  h a v e  d e s t r o y e d  t h e  f r a g i l e  bonds o f  f i l i a l  l o v e ,  
and B e d e l i a  ca n n o t  f e e l  g r i e f ,  but o n ly  shame and d i s a p p o i n t ­
m en t .  D r i v i n g  away from t h e  h o s p i t a l ,  B e d e l i a  s u f f e r s  an 
u n f o r g i v i n g  v i s i o n  o f  m o r t a l i t y :  "There was no a n g e l  s i t t i n g
i n  t h e  c a b .  I t  was s t u f f y  and c l o s e ,  and s m e l l e d  s t r o n g l y  
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o f  f e e t . "   ^ Death and anonym ity  c o n s p i r e  t o  make B e d e l i a ' s  
t r a g e d y  r e p e l l a n t ,  even t o  h e r s e l f .
-* * *
C a u t io u s  h e a r t s  and y e a r s  o f  h a b i t  make v i c t i m s  o f  
L a v in * s  t r a g i c  c h a r a c t e r s ;  in  f a i l i n g  t o  a c t ,  th e y  l o s e  t h e  
p r e s e n t  t o  t h e  p a s t .  W i l l ia m  T r e v o r ' s  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  even  
more v i c t i m i z e d  by t h e i r  p a s t s ;  v i c t i m s  o f  c h i l d  a b u s e ,  
w i t n e s s e s  o f  h o r r o r ,  i n h e r i t o r s  o f  v e n d e t t a s ,  t h e s e  p e o p l e  
a r e  m u t i l a t e d  in more i r r e v o c a b l e  ways than  most Lavin  
c h a r a c t e r s .  Love ,  which can r e v e r s e  t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  a l i f e  
i n  L a v in * s  f i c t i o n ,  e x e r c i s e s  no s u c h  freed o m  in t h e  work 
o f  W i l l ia m  T r ev o r ;  i t  i s  one more c a s u a l i t y  o f  t h e  i n t e n s e  
f a t a l i s m  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  h i s  work. For T r e v o r ,  s c a r s  
run a c r o s s  an e n t i r e  l i f e ,  m arr ing  and d i s t o r t i n g  i t s  s h a p e .  
W hile  L a v i n ' s  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  o f t e n  f o o l i s h  v i c t i m s  o f  t h e i r  
own s e l f - d e c e p t i o n s ,  T r e v o r ' s  t r a g i c  v i c t i m s  a r e  v i c t i m s  
o f  o t h e r  p e o p l e .
Shame t o r m e n t s  t h e s e  l i v e s :  t h e  shame o f  v i c t i m  and
v i c t i m i z e r .  In T r e v o r ' s  E n g l i s h  s t o r i e s ,  t h i s  shame e r u p t s  
in  l u r i d  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  s t r e a k s  when t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  
c o n f e s s  t h e i r  s u f f e r i n g  t o  s t r a n g e r s .  I n t e n t  upon s e l f ­
e x p o s u r e ,  t h e y  c r e a t e  s c e n e s  in suburban g a r d e n s ,  in  a i r p o r t  
l o u n g e s  and c o c k t a i l  b a r s .  E xposure  i s  t h e i r  o n ly  s a l v e ,  
y e t  th e y  a r e  q u i c k l y  s h u t t l e d  o f f  or e x c u s e d  a s  u n p l e a s a n t  
e c c e n t r i c s .  T r e v o r ' s  I r i s h  r e p r e s s  t h e s e  d e s i r e s  and l e a d  
more c o v e r t  l i v e s  o f  f a n t a s y .  One young I r i s h  c h a r a c t e r  
m e n t a l l y  u n d r e s s e s  e v er y  woman in  t h e  v i l l a g e ,  w h i s p e r i n g  
h i s  f a n t a s i e s  t o  a d w a r f i s h  o u t c a s t  who has  been o s t r a c i z e d  
from t h e  community.  L ate  in  t h e  e v e n i n g ,  he r e t u r n s  t o  h i s
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m o th e r * s  home a l o n e ,  where ,  in h i s  b ed ,  ’’ad ored  and a d o r i n g .  .
26. . h e  e n t e r e d  a p a r a d i s e . ”
In T r e v o r ’ s I r e l a n d ,  r o m a n t i c i s m  i s  a form o f  e s c a p i n g  
t e m p o r a r i l y  from t h e  c l a u s t r o p h o b i c  f e a r s  o f  r e a l i t y .
E l a b o r a t e  w o r ld s  o f  f a n t a s y  a r e  c r e a t e d ,  d i s t a n c i n g  t h e  
i n d i v i d u a l  i m a g i n a t i o n  from i t s  s u r r o u n d i n g s .  I r i s h  h i s t o r y  
f u e l s  t h i s  r o m a n t i c i s m ,  p a r a d in g  a l e g a c y  o f  v i c t i m i z a t i o n  
and t e r r o r  b e f o r e  l o n e l y  f i g u r e s  who t h e m s e l v e s  f e e l  v i c t i m i z e d  
and t e r r i f i e d .  H i s t o r y ,  f o r  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s ,  seems t o  
s p e a k  f o r  i n e v i t a b i l i t y ,  no m a t te r  how b r u t a l  and u n ro m a n t ic  
i t s  m a n i f e s t a t i o n s .
In su ch  s t o r i e s  a s  "Beyond t h e  P a l e , ” " A t t r a c t a , ” and  
’’The D i s t a n t  P a s t , ” W il l iam  T revor  h a s  w r i t t e n  o f  t h e  r o l e  
w h ic h  t h e  v i o l e n c e  in  n o r t h e r n  I r e l a n d  p l a y s  in  r e c a s t i n g  
I r i s h  s o c i e t y .  T r e v o r ’s  t i m i d  c h a r a c t e r s ,  l i k e  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  
o f  " A t t r a c t a , ” a r e  r e p u l s e d  by t h e  v i o l e n c e ,  y e t  f e e l  h e l p l e s s  
t o  h a l t  or  r e sp o n d  t o  t h e  s e n s e l e s s n e s s .  I t  s e e m s ' - la r g e r  
th a n  th e y  and beyond t h e  p a l e ,  making t h e i r  own l i v e s  seem  
p r o s a i c .  The a c c u m u la t io n  o f  a t r o c i t i e s  and r e p r i s a l s  make 
t h e  h e a r t s  o f  t h e  i n n o c e n t  grow b r u t a l  and d u l l .
W i l l ia m  T revor  w r i t e s  a l m o s t  o b s e s s i v e l y  a b o u t  two 
k i n d s  o f  c h a r a c t e r s ,  two k in d s  o f  v i c t i m s .  The f i r s t  i s  
o f t e n  a v i c t i m  o f  t h e  p a s t — f r e q u e n t l y  o f  c h i l d h o o d ;  in some 
way, th e y  h ave  been b r u t a l i z e d  by an a c c i d e n t  or cr im e or  
c i r c u m s t a n c e s  t h a t  make them h a t e  t h e  w or ld  and i t s  c o m p la c e n c y .  
The w or ld  seems u n r e a l  t o  them, and t h e  l i v e s  o f  o t h e r s
s u p e r f i c i a l  in  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  s u f f e r i n g  o f  t h e i r  own. 
C h a r a c t e r s  who a r e  n o t  v i c t i m s  o f  t h e  p a s t  a r e  t h o s e  few  
f o r t u n a t e  unwounded, who, w i t n e s s i n g  t h e  e x p o su r e  o f  su ch  
s u f f e r i n g  and v i o l e n c e  can no l o n g e r  b e l i e v e  t h e m s e l v e s  
i n n o c e n t  and g r a c e d .
The b r u t a l i t i e s  o f  t h e  w o r ld  seem t o  c o n s p i r e  i n  t h i s  
c y c l e  o f  v i c t i m i z a t i o n .  In n o c e n c e  i s  made t o  f e e l  i n a d e q u a t e  
b a n a l ;  a l a r g e r ,  more c o l o r f u l  w or ld  o f  a c t i o n ,  p a s s i o n  and  
v i o l e n c e  i s  a d v e r t i s e d  by t h e  m ed ia .  T e l e v i s i o n  m o v ie s  
a b o u t  m a s s - m u r d e r e r s , p h o to g r a p h  e s s a y s ,  and " n o n - f i c t i o n  
n o v e l s "  a l l  pander t o  a m yth o log y  o f  t h e  " r e a l"  t h a t  e n j o y s  
a  d im e n s io n  t h a t  t h e  o r d i n a r y  d o e s  n o t .  At t h e  c l o s e  o f  
O ther  P e o p l e 1s  W orld s , J u l i a ,  who has  been b r u t a l l y  abandoned  
i s  w a tc h in g  a t e l e v i s i o n  show a b o u t  a young g i r l  who becomes  
a  m u rderer .  "In s u b t l e  c o l o u r s  t h e  v i o l e n c e  was c o n v e y e d ,
t h e  t h r o a t  s o  k e e n l y  c u t  t h a t  t h e  head was a l m o s t  s e v e r e d .
27I t  d i d n ’ t  mean a t h i n g . "  W atching  t h i s  " g l o s s y  d i v e r s i o n , "
J u l i a  c a n n o t  h e l p  but t h i n k ,  "A cr im e  o f  v i o l e n c e  d i d n ’ t  
g o r g e o u s l y  happen,  l i k e  a dream or an a d v e r t i s e m e n t .  Pour
p e o p l e  s a t  o r d i n a r i l y  b e n e a t h  a  t r e e ,  cows g r a z e d  in  t h e
28meadows beyond a r i v e r . "  D e s p i t e  J u l i a ’ s  k n o w le d g e ,
m i l l i o n s  o f  v i e w e r s  watch  e n t h r a l l e d  w h i l e  a  young g i r l  c u t s  
t h e  t h r o a t  o f  a  baby and v i o l e n c e  f i l l s  t h e  v i e w e r s  w i t h  
r e l i g i o u s  awe.
In "The D i s t a n t  P a s t , "  W i l l i a m  T revo r  w r i t e s  a b o u t  a  
community s i t u a t e d  n e a r  t h e  b o r d e r  and how i t  i s  shaken by
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t h e  r e p e r c u s s i o n s  o f  t h e  t r o u b l e s  in  t h e  N o r th .  The s t o r y * s  
p r o t a g o n i s t s  a r e  an e l d e r l y  b r o t h e r  and s i s t e r  named t h e  
M i d d l e t o n s .  The M id d le t o n s  were once  t h e  p r o s p e r o u s  P r o t e s t a n t  
l a n d o w n e r s ,  and t h e i r  h o u s e ,  C arrav ea g h ,  was t h e  l o c a l  e s t a t e  
and s e a t  o f  a u t h o r i t y .  That was y e a r s  a g o ,  when t h e  c e n t u r y  
be g a n ;  when t h e  s t o r y  o p e n s ,  i t  i s  p ro b a b ly  f o r t y  y e a r s  a f t e r  
i n d e p e n d e n c e .  During  t h e  i n t e r v e n i n g  d e c a d e s ,  t h e  M id d l e t o n s  
h a v e  l i v e d ,  s i n g l e  and c h i l d l e s s ,  i n  p e a c e f u l  a c c o r d  w i t h  
t h e  C a t h o l i c  community.
In depend en ce  h a s  pr o v e d  t o  be p r o f i t a b l e  f o r  t h e  v i l l a g e r s ,
i f  n o t  f o r  t h e  M i d d l e t o n s .  There h as  been p e a c e ,  a f a i r
amount o f  p r o s p e r i t y ,  and in  r e c e n t  y e a r s ,  a  t h r i v i n g  t o u r i s t
t r a d e .  C arraveaugh ,  a t  t h e  same t i m e ,  h a s  f a l l e n  i n t o
d i s r e p a i r ,  and t h e  M id d le t o n s  a r e  n o t  c a p a b l e  o f  stemming
t h i s  t i d e  o f  d e c a y .  E i t h e r  way, t h e y  w i l l  be t h e  l a s t
g e n e r a t i o n .  They have f o r  y e a r s  p r o f e s s e d  t h e i r  l o y a l t y
t o  a r e c e d i n g ,  f i n e r  p a s t  t h r o u g h  su ch  p u b l i c  d i s p l a y s  a s
f l y i n g  t h e  Union J a c k  on t h e i r  Ford A n g l i a  and r i s i n g  t o
29s t a n d  f o r  "God Save t h e  Queen." The community c o n s i d e r s  
t h e s e  l o y a l i t i e s  e c c e n t r i c  but  h a r m l e s s .  S e e in g  t h e  o l d  
o r d e r  in  t h i s  s o r r y  s t a t e  o f  d i s g r a c e ,  t h e  v i l l a g e r s  f i n d  i t  
e a s y  t o  be c h a r i t a b l e  and t o l e r a n t .
The M id d l e t o n s ,  in  t u r n ,  have  g r a d u a l l y  come t o  a p p r e c i a t e  
t h e i r  new s t a t u s  in t h e  community; t h e y  l o o k  forw ard t o  t h e i r  
w e e k ly  s h o p p in g  and s t o p p i n g  f o r  a d r in k  in  t h e  l o c a l  pub.
The h o s t i l i t y  o f  t h e  p a s t  seems a l m o s t  a b s u r d .  The b u t c h e r
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who once s t o o d  in t h e i r  f r o n t  h a l l  and t h r e a t e n e d  t h e i r  
l i v e s  now j o k e s  w i t h  them abo u t  t h i s  d i s t a n t  p a s t ;  he  s l i p s  
t h e i r  I r i s h  s e t t e r  m o r s e l s  o f  m.tnce. The M id d le t o n s  and t h e  
v i l l a g e r s  a r e  proud o f  t h i s  c i v i l i z e d  a c c o r d ,  t h e  p r i e s t  
b r a g s  t h a t  i t  i s  what comes o f  l i v i n g  in a C a t h o l i c  c o u n t r y .  
The p r e s e n t ,  w h i l e  i t  h a s  i t s  d e p r i v a t i o n s ,  h as  won much o f  
t h e  M id d le to n s  l o y a l t y  away from t h e  p a s t ;  Carraveaugh  i s  
r e t a i n e d  a s  a g e s t u r e  t o  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  i t  r e p r e s e n t s .  They 
b o th  wonder what i s  t h e  s e n s e  o f  m a i n t a i n i n g  t h e  p r o p e r t y  
a s  i t  i s  a t i r e s o m e  and d i s c o u r a g i n g  b a t t l e  a g a i n s t  n a t u r e ;  
y e t ,  th e y  a r e  each  in a s e n s e  wedded t o  t h e  h o u se  and t o
e a c h  o t h e r  and t o  t h e  p a s t  as  i t  had a lw a y s  b e e n .
I f  Carraveaugh i s  n o t  t h e  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  "Big H o u s e ’1 
t h a t  i t  once w a s ,  t h e  M id d le t o n s  b e l i e v e  i t  i s  b e c a u s e  
o f  c h a n g es  th e y  c o u l d  n o t  have  h a l t e d .  T h e ir  p r o f l i g a t e  
f a t h e r  d id  much o f  t h e  damage by s q u a n d e r in g  t h e  f a m i l y  
f o r t u n e  "in o r d e r  t o  k e e p  a C a t h o l i c  Dubl in  woman in brandy  
and j e w e l s . ” He i s  n o t ,  h o w ev e r ,  s o l e l y  t o  blame; t h e  
M id d le t o n s  c o v e r t l y  h a r b o r  t h e i r  d e e p e s t  r e s e n t m e n t  f o r  
" th e  C a t h o l i c  woman whom th e y  n e v e r  met and t h e y  blamed a s
w e l l  t h e  new n a t i o n a l  r e g i m e ,  c o n t r i v i n g  in  t h e i r  e c c e n t r i c
way t o  r e l a t e  t h e  t w o . " A l th o u g h  t h e  M id d le t o n s  do n o t  
s h a r e  t h e s e  o p i n i o n s  w i t h  t h e  v i l l a g e r s ,  t h e y  r e g a r d  t h e  
new r e p u b l i c  a s  a s i l l y  and d i s l o y a l  f a i l u r e ;  in  t h e i r  
Church o f  -England h e a r t s ,  t h e y  c a n n o t  h e l p  but l i n k  i t  w i t h  
t h e  Whore o f  B a b y lo n .  "In t h e  days  o f  t h e  Union J a c k  su ch
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women £ a s  t h e i r  f a t h e r ’ s m i s t r e s s j  would have  known t h e i r  
p l a c e :  w asn’ t  i t  a l l  p a r t  and p a r c e l ? ” (p .  3 4 5 ) .  However,
b y g o n e s  a r e  b y g o n e s ,  and t h e  M id d le to n s  f e e l  th e y  must  
a c c e p t  t h i s  compromised r e a l i t y .  They f e e l  th e y  have  a c h i e v e d  
a s a t i s f a c t o r y ,  i f  n o t  p e r f e c t ,  p e a c e .
N e e d l e s s  t o  s a y ,  e v e r y o n e  i s  shocked  and d i s t r e s s e d  by 
t h e  news t h a t  a r r i v e s  one day in  1 9 67 ,  t h a t  a p o s t  o f f i c e  
in  B e l f a s t  has  been blown up.
'A bad b u s i n e s s , *  Fat D r i s h o l l  rem arked ,  
wrapping t h e  M id d le to n s*  m eat.  *We d o n ’ t  
want t h a t  o l d  s t u f f  a l l  o ver  a g a i n . 1
* We d i d n ’ t  want i t  in  t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e , ’
Miss M iddle ton  rem ind ed  him. He la u g h e d ,
and she  l a u g h e d ,  and so  d id  h e r  b r o t h e r ,  ( p .  3 4 9 )
I t  i s  l e s s  a l a u g h i n g  m a t t e r  when more i n c i d e n t s  o c c u r  
"up N o r t h , ” and t h e  n i g h t l y  news and th e  p ap ers  a r e  f u l l  o f  
i t .  I t  i s  even  l e s s  funny t o  t h e  v i l l a g e r s  when t h e  t o u r i s t  
t r a d e  t a k e s  a n o s e - d i v e  t h a t  summer. P r a y e r s  a r e  o f f e r e d  
i n  t h e  S o u th ,  and t h e  f i r s t  B r i t i s h  t r o o p s  a r r i v e  in t h e  
N o r t h ,  but  no p e a c e  a r r i v e s .  There  i s  a s i c k e n i n g  c y c l e  
o f  r e p r i s a l s ,  vehement a c c u s a t i o n s ,  a s  t h e  " t r o u b l e s ” up 
n o r t h  f a l l  i n t o  th e  h a b i t u a l ,  f a m i l i a r  s t a t e  o f  u n d e c l a r e d  war.
The M id d le to n s  move more c a u t i o u s l y  in t h i s  a l t e r e d  
e n v ir o n m e n t ;  th e y  shake  t h e i r  h ea d s  and watch f o r  what  
m ig h t  happen .  The s u b j e c t  i s  s k i r t e d ,  but in th e  v i l l a g e  
t h e r e  i s  an unspoken r e t r e a t  from t h e  M id d le t o n s .  The 
d i s t a n c e  i s  h a r d ly  d i s c e r n a b l e  a t  f i r s t ,  but in t h e  s p a c e  
i t  c r e a t e s ,  c e r t a i n  a c t i o n s  a r e  r e c o n s i d e r e d ;  t h e  f l y i n g  o f
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t h e  Union J a c k ,  a l l  t h e  y e a r s  o f  l o y a l t y  t o  a  f o r e i g n  q u e e n ,  
s e r v i c e s  a t  S t .  P a t r i c k ' s  P r o t e s t a n t  Church. A f t e r  a l l ,  t h i s  
b u s i n e s s  up n o r t h ,  t h e  v i l l a g e r s  seem t o  t h i n k ,  i s  n o t  
w i t h o u t  a  h i s t o r y ;  one c a n n o t  f o r g e t  a l l  t h e  c e n t u r i e s  o f  
o p p r e s s i o n .  You c a n n o t  bury t h e  p a s t .
The M id d le t o n s  t h e m s e l v e s  r e t r e a t  from t h e s e  a f f r o n t s ,  
t o o  ashamed o f  t h i s  u n f a m i l i a r  c o n s t r a i n t  t o  o pp ose  i t .
One n i g h t ,  he s a y s  t o  h e r ,  " I t  i s  w orse  than b e f o r e . "  She 
a g r e e s .  They r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h i s  a tm o sp h ere  o f  s u s p i c i o n  w i l l  not 
d i s p e l  b e f o r e  th e y  d i e ,  b u t  w i l l  overshadow t h e i r  l a s t  
y e a r s .  T h i s  b i t t e r n e s s  makes t h e  l o n e l i n e s s  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s  
a l m o s t  u n b e a r a b l e .  S h a m e f u l l y ,  t h e y  must p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  
m utual  r e t r e a t  t h e  v i o l e n c e  has  s e t  in motion be tw een  
f a c t i o n s ,  between i n d i v i d u a l s .  The M id d le to n s  a r e ,  p e r h a p s  
more than a n y t h i n g  e l s e ,  m o r t i f i e d  by t h i s  r e g r e s s i o n ;  t h e y  
had ta k en  p r i d e ,  a s  t h e  v i l l a g e r s  h a d ,  "out o f  l i v i n g  in  
p e a c e . "  They a r e  now, h o w e v e r ,  j u s t  two more v i c t i m s  o f  
t h e i r  t i m e s .
I s o l a t e d  in Carraveaugh ,  t h e  M id d le t o n s  w i l l  l i v e  o u t  
t h e i r  l a s t  d a y s ,  n o t  o n ly  c h i l d l e s s  and p o o r ,  but  w i t h o u t  
f r i e n d s ,  surroun ded  by h o s t i l i t y  and e m n i t y .  They n e e d  n o t  
f e a r  f o r  t h e i r  l i v e s  a s  t h e r e  w i l l  be no b lo o d  sh ed  on t h e i r  
d o o r - s t e p s .  They w i l l  d i e  in  i s o l a t i o n  "and t h e  d i s t a n t  
p a s t  would be s e t  t o  r e s t "  ( p .  3 5 1 )  b e c a u s e  t h e r e  w i l l  be 
no one in  Carraveaugh t o  i n h e r i t  t h e i r  p a s t .  T h e ir  t r a g e d i e s  
w i l l  be b l o o d l e s s  and l o n e l y  and m e r c i l e s s l y  s lo w ;  " I t  was
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w o r se  than b e i n g  murdered in t h e i r  b e d s ” {p .  3 5 1 ) .
D i s r e g a r d  w i l l  c h a r a c t e r i z e  t h e  t r a g e d y  o f  t h e  M i d d l e t o n s ,
a s  t h e i r  t r o u b l e s  w i l l  be e c l i p s e d  by t h e  T r o u b l e s .  They
w i l l  l i v e  o u t  t h e i r  l a s t  y e a r s  a l o n e  a m id s t  " t a l k  o f  a t r o c i t i e s
and c o u n t e r - a t r o c i t i e s ,  and o f  guns and g e l o g e t e  and t h e
r i g h t s  o f  p e o p le "  ( p .  3 5 0 ) .  L ik e  Mary o f  "A T raged y" ,  t h e
c o u p l e  w i l l  be p la g u e d  by a  "deeper  and more t e r r i b l e  
30d e s o l a t i o n "  a s  t h e y  f a c e  "the  s i l e n c e  t h a t  would s o u r l y  
t h i c k e n  a s  t h e i r  own two d e a t h s  came c l o s e r  and d e a th  i n c r e a s e d  
in  a n o t h e r  p a r t  o f  t h e  i s l a n d "  ( p .  3 5 1 ) .  W i l l ia m  T rev o r  
h a s  s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y  r e v e a l e d  how t h e  M id d le to n s  a r e  a s  much 
t h e  c a s u a l i t i e s  o f  v i o l e n c e  a s  t h e  h u n g e r - s t r i k e r s  or  t h e  
b o m b - v ie t im s  t h e  h e a d l i n e s  w r i t e  a b o u t  each  d a y .  Death  i s ,  
h o w e v e r ,  i n c r e a s i n g  "in a n o t h e r  p a r t  o f  t h e  i s l a n d "  and i t s  
s c a n d a l o u s  n a t u r e  draws a t t e n t i o n  away from t h e  l o n e l i e r ,  
l e s s  " s i g n i f i c a n t "  d e a t h s  o f  p e o p l e  l i k e  t h e  M i d d l e t o n s .
T h i s  anonym ity  e x e n u a t e s  t h e  e m o t i o n a l  e x i l e  o f  t h e s e  l i v e s  
a n d ,  a l l  o v e r  t h e  i s l a n d ,  l i v e s  a r e  drawn i n t o  i n c r e a s i n g l y  
r e m o te  o r b i t s  from t h e  i s l a n d  t h e y  i n h a b i t .
*  *  *
The c l o s i n g  p a g e s  o f  "The D i s t a n t  P ast"  and "A T r a g ed y " ,
c on v e y  a l i k e  s e n s e  t h a t  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  b e i n g  drawn i n t o
31a  b l e a k e r ,  more t e r r i b l e  i c e - a g e  o f  t h e  h e a r t .  I n d i v i d u a l s  
a r e  w o r ld s  u n to  t h e m s e l v e s ,  r em ote  and f o r e i g n ,  moving in  
m utual  in c o m p r e h e n s io n ,  and f r o z e n  in t h e i r  ways o f  s e e i n g .
4?
I f  t h e s e  l i v e s  a r e  n o t  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  by s t a t u r e  or  h i s t o r i c a l  
s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  t h e y  a r e  endowed, in t h e  works o f  Mary L av in  
and W il l ia m  T r e v o r ,  w i t h  p a l p a b i l i t y  and s i n g u l a r i t y .  V .S .  
P r i t c h e t t ,  in h i s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  L a v i n ' s  C o l l e c t e d  S t o r i e s  v 
d e s c r i b e s  t h i s  method o f  u n e a r t h i n g  c o n c e a l e d  d e p t h s :
There a r e  t h e  p e o p l e ,  s e t  p l a i n l y  b e f o r e  
u s ,  but g r a d u a l l y  t h e i r  e m o t i o n a l  u n d er ­
ground i s  r e v e a l e d  and i s  shown t o  p o s s e s s  
a somber c h a o s  and g r o w in g  pow er .  . . . 
we n o t i c e  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  s m o l d e r in g  and what 
h er  s t o r i e s  c o n t a i n  i s  t h e  s m o l d e r in g  o f  a 
hidden l i f e .
T h ese  h idden  l i v e s — and t h e  d e p th  t h e y  c o n c e a l — h ave  r e f a s h i o n e d  
our s e n s e  o f  I r i s h  i d e n t i t y .  The i s l a n d  becomes a m etaphor  
f o r  t h e  i s o l a t i o n  o f  i t s  i n h a b i t a n t s .  Contemporary I r e l a n d
i s  s e e n  t o  c o n t a i n  a "somber chaos"  and f a s c i n a t i n g  c o m p l e x i t y
b e n e a t h  i t s  b o w le r  h a t .
The s u b j e c t s  o f  contem p orary  I r i s h  w r i t i n g  r e p r e s e n t  
a d e m o c r a t i c  s h i f t  away from  t h e  a r i s t o c r a t i c  p e r s p e c t i v e  
o f  t h e  L i t e r a r y  R e v i v a l .  P er h a p s  t h e  m y th ic  I r i s h ,  l i k e
Y e a t s ' s  w i l d  sw an s ,  hav e  d e p a r t e d  f o r  a s p e c u l a t i v e  r e a lm
( w e s t w a r d ,  d e a t h - w a r d )  where " p a s s i o n s  and c o n q u e s t s  a t t e n d  
upon them s t i l l . " ^  In t h e i r  d e p a r t u r e ,  h o w ev e r ,  t h e  
r o m a n t i c  image o f  I r e l a n d  h a s  come t o  be w i d e l y  p o p u l a r i z e d ,  
c o m m e r c i a l i z e d ,  and e x p o r t e d .  The C e l t i c  T w i l i g h t ,  t h e  
l a s t  rem a rk a b le  c r e a t i o n  o f  l a t e  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  
r o m a n t i c i s m ,  s u r v i v e s  in  o n ly  t h e  most b a n a l  and m ed io cr e  
f o r m s — in s e n t i m e n t a l  rom ances  l i k e  An E x c e s s  o f  Love and
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From t h e  Shannon S h o r e . In a b l o o d i e r  f a s h i o n ,  t h e  r o m a n t i c -  
i s o l a t i o n i s t  v i s i o n  o f  I r e l a n d  f u e l s  t h e  r h e t o r i c  o f  b o t h  
f a c t i o n s  in  t h e  N o r th .  The r o m a n t i c i s m  i s  f u e l e d  by t h e o r i e s  
o f  r a c i a l  p u r i t y ,  h i s t o r i c a l  g r i e v a n c e ,  and moral  a b s o l u t i s m .
C o n v e r s e l y ,  Mary L a v i n * s  f i c t i o n  h as  a lw a y s  i n c l i n e d  
to w a r d  com plex  t h e m e s ,  o b s c u r e  em o t ion  and moral s h a d i n g .
In s t o r i e s  l i k e  "A T r a g e d y *' and "The L i t t l e  P r i n c e , "  i r o n y
s h a d e s  t h e  meaning o f  t h e  work,  l e a v i n g  t h e  r e a d e r  w i t h  an
u n e a s y  s e n s e  o f  a p p reh en d ed  a m b i g u i t y .  T h i s  s e n s e ,  i s  
s a t i s f y i n g ,  how ever ,  b e c a u s e  L a v i n * s  method i s  t o  r e c r e a t e  
t h e  s c e n e  s o  v i s u a l l y  t h a t  we can a p p r e c i a t e  a s u b t l e r  
t r u t h  th a n  one a rg u e d  more d i r e c t l y .  C h a ra c ter s*  t r a g e d i e s  
a r e ,  i n  a  l i k e  f a s h i o n ,  p o r t r a y e d  a s  a  com plex  n e x u s  o f  
a c c i d e n t s  and l i e s ,  s e l f - d e c e i t s  and d i s a p p o i n t m e n t s .  L a v i n ,  
l i k e  Chekhov, e x c e l s  in  t h e  p o r t r a y a l  o f  t h e  o b s c u r e  p a s s i o n s  
t h a t  h a u n t  o b s c u r e r  l i v e s .  Howard Moss,  in  a  r e v i e w  o f  a  
r e c e n t  e d i t i o n  o f  Chekhov s t o r i e s ,  k e e n l y  d e s c r i b e s  t h i s  
sublety of vision.
By t h e  t im e  we f i n i s h  t h e  s t o r y ,  our moral
judgment i s  s h a d e d .  . . . L i k e  a l l  o f
Chekhov’ s  b e s t  s t o r i e s ,  t h i s  one l e a v e s  us  
u n e a s y .  Taken f o r  g r a n t e d  a s s u m p t io n s  a r e  
s u b t l y  un d erm in ed .  No m a t t e r  how many 
r e a l i t i e s  t h e r e  a r e ,  none can be g e n e r a l i z e d  
w i t h o u t  r i s k i n g  t h e  t r u t h .  Deep down in  
t h e  w e l l ,  c o m p l i c a t i o n  f l a v o r s  t h e  d r i n k i n g  
w a te r  w i t h  an o d d ly  d i f f e r e n t  t a s t e . 34
Mary Lavin  and W i l l i a m  T r e v o r  a r e  bo th  w r i t e r s  who 
s u b v e r t  our "taken f o r  g r a n t e d  a s s u m p t i o n s . "  T h e ir  s t o r i e s
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s i n g l e  o u t  i n d i v i d u a l s  who a r e  r e v e a l e d  t o  p o s s e s s  f a s c i n a t i n g
and s i n g u l a r  l i f e  h i s t o r i e s .  Both  L a v in  and Trevor  have
35p r o f e s s e d  t h e i r  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  t h e  s h o r t  s t o r y  f o r n r a n d  
p e r h a p s  t h i s  . i s ,  in  p a r t ,  b e c a u s e  t h e  form i s  w e l l - s u i t e d  
f o r  t h e  h i g h l y  o b l i q u e  g l i m p s e s  i n t o  " o th e r  p e o p l e * s  w o r ld s"  
t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e  t h e  b e s t  work o f  b o t h  w r i t e r s .  Even t h e  
f a l l  o f  an i n d i v i d u a l  i s  o n ly  q u i c k l y  and c a s u a l l y  o b s e r v e d  
by t h e  n e i g h b o r s ,  a s  t h e y  t u r n  o v e r  in  t h e i r  s l e e p ,  board  
a t r a i n ,  or  buy a n e w sp a p er .
The I r e l a n d  t h a t  L avin  and T rev o r  w r i t e  abou t  h a s  become  
i n c r e a s i n g l y  p l u r a l i s t i c ,  and t h i s  added d im en s io n  i s  
r e f l e c t e d  in  t h e i r  w orks .  There i s  t h e  s e n s e ,  a s  in Chekhov*s  
work, t h a t  t h e s e  s e p a r a t e  r e a l i t i e s  s t a n d  i n  m utual  c o n t r a ­
d i c t i o n ,  and t h a t  none  can be com prom ised .  T h is  m u l t i p l i c i t y  
d e f i e s  any s i m p l e  and n a i v e  v i s i o n  o f  I r i s h  i d e n t i t y .
Mrs. E c k d o r f  o f  T r e v o r * s  Mrs. E c k d o rf  In 0*N e i l l 1s  
H o t e l , comes t o  I r e l a n d  w i t h  j u s t  su ch  a v i s i o n  in  mind.
She h a s  come t o  p h o to g r a p h  TRAGEDY. An E n g l i s h  a r t  p h o t o ­
g r a p h e r  w i t h  two d i s a s t r o u s ,  unconsummated m a r r ia g e s  b e h i n d  
h e r ,  Mrs. E ck d o r f  has  f l e d  h e r  " c i n d e r - g r e y  apa r tm en t  in t h e
' Z . C .
L . ip o w e s k y s t r a s s e  in  Munich" t o  c a p t u r e  t h e  decay o f  O’N e i l l *  s .  
She u s e s  h e r  money and s h e e r  a u d a c i t y  t o  probe  i n t o  t h e  
s e q u e s t e r e d  l i v e s  o f  t h e  h o t e l :  h e r  s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n s  a r e
h e r  a r t  and h e r  p a s s i o n  f o r  t r u t h .  Y ears  a g o ,  she  e x p o s e d  
an a g i n g  I t a l i a m  p r i e s t  a s  an a g n o s t i c  t o  h i s  s im p le  p a r i s h o n e r s ,  
t h e n  f l e w  away from t h e  r u b b l e ,  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  t h e  " f e a r s
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and t h e  f a i t h f u l n e s s  o f  p o v e r t y - d o g g e d  p e a s a n t s  s h o u ld  be 
s e e n  and u n d e r s t o o d  on t h e  c o f f e - t a b l e s  o f  t h e  r i c h 11 ( p .  123)*  
Mrs. E c k d o r f  t r a v e l s  t o  I r e l a n d  t o  e x p e r i e n c e  and p h o t o ­
grap h  " r e a l i t y 11; i n s t e a d  sh e  i s  th w a r t e d  by t h e  m ild -m an n ered  
d i s r e g a r d  and t h e  t o l e r a n t  s i l e n c e  o f  t h e  I r i s h .  They a r e  
t o o  p r e o c c u p ie d  l e a d i n g  t h e i r  p r e s e n t  l i v e s  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  
i n  h e r  e x p o s e  o f  t h e i r  t r a g i c  p a s t .  Mrs. E c k d o r f  b e g i n s  t o  
f e e l  t h r e a t e n e d  and a b s u r d .  She q u e s t i o n s  w h eth er  sh e  i s  
a f a i l u r e  a t  t h e  one t h i n g  sh e  had a lw a y s  s u c c e e d e d  a t  b e i n g —  
an a r t i s t ,  a t r u t h - m a r k e t e r . She g o e s  t o  s e e  F a th e r  H e n n e s s e y ,  
i n t e n t  upon c o n v i n c i n g  him o f  h e r  m i s s i o n  o f  t r u t h .  She t e l l s  
him o f  h e r  more p r o g r e s s i v e ,  more urbane w o r ld ,  where he  and 
h i s  s a i n t s *  l i v e s  and t h e  l i v e s  o f  h i s  p a r i s h i o n e r s  would  
seem  q u a i n t .  He i s  d ism a y ed  by h e r  r u t h l e s s n e s s  and by h e r  
p r y i n g  v o y e u r is m :
He wondered i f  t h e r e  were sy m p h o n ies  
composed o f  r e a l  t e a r s  and s h r i e k s  o f  
a n g u i s h ,  or f i l m s  which showed how a man 
c o n t i n u e d  h i s  l i f e ,  h a v i n g  d e s t r o y e d  h i s  
w i f e  and c h i l d r e n .  I t  sounded from  what  
CMrs. E c k d o rf3  w a s . s a y i n g  a s  i f  su ch  works  
might i n d e e d  e x i s t ,  or would soon e x i s t .
He sh ud d ered  w i t h i n  him, f i n d i n g  t h e  
n o v e l t y  u p s e t t i n g ,  ( p .  2 2 0 )
Mrs. E c k d o rf  b e l i e v e s  in  b r u t a l  t r u t h s  and v i o l e n t  
e x p o s u r e s ;  t o  e l i c i t  them , sh e  w i l l  j u s t i f y  b r u t a l i t y  and  
v i o l e n c e .  She makes h e r  camera h e r  weapon, b e l i e v i n g  i t  
c a n n o t  l i e  and t h a t  i t  u n e a r t h s  t h e  t r u t h  t h a t  o t h e r s  s e e k  
t o  c o n c e a l .  She c a n n o t  e m p a th iz e  w i t h  o t h e r  i n d i v i d u a l s
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a s  th ey  a r e  n o t  a s  r e a l  t o  h e r  a s  T r u th .  They a r e  o n ly  
a c t o r s  in  a  g r e a t e r  t r a g e d y .
Mrs. E ckd orf  s y m b o l i z e s  many o f  t h e  most t e r r i b l e  
a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  modern s e n s i b i l i t y :  i t s  v o y e u r i s t i c  p a s s i o n
f o r  t h e  R e a l  and t h e  Exposed;  i t s  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  t h e  q u o t i d i a n ;  
and . i t s  d i s r e s p e c t  f o r  p r i v a c y  and p e r s o n a l  d i g n i t y .  I t  i s  
a consumer s e n s i b i l i t y  t h a t  w i l l  b e l i e v e  i n ,  and pay o u t ,  
f o r  a n y t h i n g — v i o l e n c e ,  b r u t a l i t y ,  t r a g e d y — t h a t  i s  made 
t o  appear  l a r g e r  than l i f e .
The s t o r i e s  o f  W i l l ia m  T r ev o r  and Mary Lavin do n o t  
e n j o y  t h i s  s e n s a t i o n a l  v i s i o n ;  t h e y  a r e  m odest  g l i m p s e s  
i n t o  q u i e t e r ,  l e s s  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  l i v e s .  For both  o f  t h e s e  
w r i t e r s ,  modern t r a g e d y  h a s  i t s  s o u r c e  in  t h e  a l i e n a t i o n  
o f  t h e  s e l f ;  t h i s  t r a g e d y  a c q u i r e s  i t s  d e p th  th r o u g h  i t s  
p e r p e t u a t i o n  in  t im e  and e n e r v a t e d  d e s p a i r  o f  i t s  c h a r a c t e r s .  
Glimpsed i n  m i d - f a l l ,  t h e s e  t r a g e d i e s  l a c k  a fu lc r u m ;  t h e  
immense s t i l l n e s s  i n t o  w h ich  t h e y  d i s a p p e a r  seems d i s r e g a r d i n g  
and im p e r s o n a l .  L ik e  a suburban a v e n u e ,  t h e  l i n e s  t h a t  
c h a r a c t e r i z e  f a t e  draw t h e s e  i n d i v i d u a l s  toward a m onotonous  
and i n d i s t i n g u i s h e d  h o r i z o n .  The b e l i e f  in a p e r s o n a l  God
r e c e d e s :  “There i s .  . . .n o  e a r t h l y  r e a s o n  t o  f e e l  s o r r y .  .
37. .B e c a u s e  t h e r e  i s  no h e a v e n l y  r e a s o n  t o  f e e l  g u i l t . "
Mary L a v in ,  in  h e r  p r e f a c e  t o  S e l e c t e d  S t o r i e s , w r i t e s  
o f  a  c h i ld h o o d  v i s i t  t o  an o l d ,  e n f e e b l e d  D ubl in  watchm aker .  
The watchmaker s u f f e r s  from a  form  o f  ague y e t  h i s  u n c e r t a i n  
hands  f i n d  s u r e t y  and p r e c i s i o n  when t h e y  e n t e r  " the  i n t r i c a t e
38w o r ld  o f  t h e i r  c r a f t , "  The wor ld  o u t s i d e  t h e  o l d  man *s
shop  i s  c la m o r o u s  w i t h  t h e  sc r e a m in g  o f  g u l l s :  L av in  w r i t e s
" a g a i n s t  t h e i r  s c r e a m i n g ,  t h e  t i c k i n g ,  e v en  o f  a  hundred
w a t c h e s ,  was ,  a t  f i r s t ,  s e c r e t  a s  t h e  b e a t i n g  o f  a  human 
39h e a r t , "  L a v i n *s s t o r i e s  c a p t u r e  t h i s  s e c r e t ,  s c a r c e l y  
a u d i b l e  b e a t i n g  a s  w e l l .  L i f e  i s  l o u d ,  a r t  q u i e t  and t h e  
c h a r a c t e r s  o f  Mary Lavin  and W il l ia m  T r e v o r  a r e  o f t e n  
t h r e a t e n e d  by e n g u l f m e n t .  T h ese  s t o r i e s  a l l o w  u s  t o  p e r c e i v e  
f o r  t h e  moment a t  l e a s t — t h e  s c a r c e l y  d i s c e r n a b l e  f a l l  o f  
t h e  p a l e  form i n t o  t h e  immense d e s i g n .
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